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Summary 
	  	  
Conventionally regarded by historians as one of the three kingdoms occupying 
the Korean peninsula during the Samguk period (300- 668CE), Koguryo was a martial 
society that controlled a vast expanse of territory encompassing present-day Liaoning, 
Jilin and Heilongjiang province, and approximately three-quarters of the Korean 
peninsula at the height of power. With the extensive territory of ancient Koguryo 
presently occupied by both the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and North Korea, 
exclusive ownership of the heritage and history of Koguryo came to be contested by 
China and the two Koreas. In 2002, the PRC launched the Northeast project, generously 
funding research in the history of its northeast borderlands. Much to South Korea’s 
wrath, Chinese scholars working on the Northeast project declared that Koguryo was 
historically “Chinese” and had existed as a vassal state of China instead of being an 
independent kingdom as claimed by the two Koreas. This assertion mirrored China’s 
current political stance that the region, which still houses a significant Korean 
population, is ethnically and culturally Korean but politically Chinese.   	  
This thesis provides a study of how different agents such as China, North and 
South Korea and previously, Imperial Japan had mobilized history and heritage to 
support their political claims on the territory that made up present-day northeast China. 
For both Imperial Japan in the late nineteenth century and China in the twenty-first 
century, archaeological and history research was a way for the state to justify and tighten 
its control over the territory as the research findings “proved” that this territory has been 
historically under their control. 
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For China, the Northeast project was a tool to counter existing irredentist claims 
made on northeast China by South Korean nationalists, and more importantly, any future 
claims by a unified Korea. The timing of the project also indicated that it was North 
Korean nuclear crisis and the increasing instability of the North Korean regime that led 
the Chinese political elites to reconsider how secure its northeast borders with its long-
time ally was. With China’s recent claims on the history of Koguryo however, northeast 
China came to present a different set of problems for the China state as its 
“rearrangement” of history was vehemently challenged by South Korea and strained 
Sino-South Korean diplomatic ties.   
 
This thesis will also examine how the Chinese state used the UNESCO World 
Heritage program to reinforce the linkages between the borderland region and the 
political center. Registering Koguryo sites in northeast China on the World Heritage List 
and having them declared as World Heritage sites under China was a political maneuver to 
strengthen state ownership over the culture, history and territory of the region. By 
approving China’s bid, UNESCO had in effect provided diplomatic endorsement of 
Chinese political ownership over its borderland territories.  
 
Interestingly, despite China’s firm insistence that Koguryo was an integral part of 
Chinese history in the Northeast project and in its UNESCO nomination file, the 
presentation of Koguryo history to visitors at the designated World Heritage sites in 
China were significantly silent on this issue. With an exceptional number of tourists 
coming from South Korea, it appears that economic pragmatism still triumphed over 
professed historical claims at the tourist sites at the end of the day.    
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Introduction 
	  
Together with Silla and Paekche, Koguryo was one of the three polities which 
occupied the Korean Peninsula during the Samguk (three kingdoms) or Samhan (three 
Han) period (300-668 CE). The earliest extant source for the history of the Samguk 
kingdoms is the Chinese Sanguozhi (三国志，Chronicles of the three Kingdoms) 
complied in the later half of the third century CE. A section titled Dongyizhuan (东夷传 , 
Account of the Eastern Yi) in the Sanguozhi, gave an account of the inhabitants and the 
political entities of southern Manchuria, the Korean peninsula and the Wa people from 
the Japanese islands. 1  The earliest Korean source that referred to Koguryo was a 
thirteenth-century Koryo text known as Samguk Yusa (Memorabilia of the Three 
Kingdoms). Serving more as an account of folklore and legends than as a work of 
historical scholarship, the Samguk Yusa briefly narrated the extraordinary circumstances 
that led to the birth of the founder of Koguryo, Prince Jumong and how he ascended the 
throne and established his own kingdom at the age of twelve.2   
 
At the height of power, Koguryo occupied a vast expanse of territory 
encompassing present-day Liaoning, Jilin and Heilongjiang provinces, and approximately 
three-quarters of the Korean peninsula (see figure 1). A stratified and martial society, 
Koguryo was engaged in several wars with Sui China between 598 CE and 614 CE, 
where Koguryo was mostly victorious. After the fall of the Sui dynasty in 618 CE, 
Koguryo also fought wars with its successor, Tang China in 645 CE and 662 CE. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 For a translated version of the Dongyizhuan, please refer to Mark E. Byington, “The Account of the Han 
in the Sanguozhi--An Annotated Translation,” Early Korea: The Samhan Period in Korean History Vol. 2, ed. 
Mark E. Byington, 125-154 (Cambridge: Korea Institute, Harvard University, 2009). 
2 Ilyon, Samguk Yusa: Legends and History of the Three Kingdoms of Ancient Korea, trans. Tae-Hung Ha and 
Grafton K. Mintz (Seoul: Yonsei University Press, 2003), pp.45-47. 
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Constant warfare, internal strife and famines, however, greatly weakened Koguryo and it 
was unable to resist the Tang-Silla alliance. Koguryo eventually fell in 668CE, marking 
the end of the Samguk period in Korean history.  
 	  





















Figure 1.1 Map of Koguryo circa 391-531 CE. 
Source: www.japanfocus.org: accessed 30 June 
2011. 
 
Figure 1.2 Present-day border demarcation 
between China, North Korea and South Korea 
Source: http://www.worldmapnow.com/: accessed 
30 June 2011. 	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With the immense territorial expanse of ancient Koguryo presently occupied by both 
the People’s Republic of China (PRC) and North Korea, China and the two Koreas all 
claimed exclusive ownership over the heritage and history of Koguryo in recent years. 
However, due to North Korea’s economic dependence on China, it was mainly South 
Korea who challenged China’s claims. This contestation over Koguryo reached a climax 
in 2004, triggered largely by China’s successful registration of its Koguryo sites in Jilin as 
UNESCO heritage sites that was approved alongside North Korea’s Koguryo sites in 
Pyongyang and Nampo. The flurry of Chinese articles highlighting this successful bid 
emphasized that Koguryo people were one of the ancient minorities of China and 
stressed on Koguryo’s contributions to Chinese civilisation. These claims echoed the 
academic assertions made by Chinese scholars in the Northeast Borderland History and 
the Chain of Events Research Project (in short, the Northeast Project) set up two years 
earlier in 2002.  
 
Launched by the PRC government, this five-year Northeast Project (2002-2007) 
sponsored academic research on the history, ethnic origins and culture of China’s 
northeastern provinces, mainly on the kingdoms of Koguryo and Balhae (698-926 CE). 
Under this project, Chinese scholars produced a substantial amount of academic papers 
emphasizing that Koguryo was an administrative polity of China3, a tribute state or 
alternatively, that Koguryo was inhabited by people who were ethnically “Chinese” or 
influenced culturally by the great Middle Kingdom.4 Such claims provoked a wave of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3  For some examples of such arguments, please see Yang Baolong, "Lun Gaoguli yu Wangshigaoli wu 
qianhou xiangchengguanxi ", Social Science Front , no. 1 (1999): 156-165 and Niu Jin-er, "Gaoguli minzu dui 
dongbeikaifa de gongxian," Northern Cultural Relics, no. 2 (2004): 95－99.  
4 Some scholars had argued Koguryo was “sinicized” and should not be considered a minority tribe. See 
Jiang Weidong, “Gaoguli wenhua yuanyuan gailun”, Social Science Front, no. 6 (2004): 136-139. 
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strong nationalistic reactions in South Korea, which viewed Chinese claims as a 
“distortion of history” and “an attempt to steal the history of [Koguryo]” from them.5  
 
The study of the Koguryo controversy makes significant contributions to our 
understanding of how interpretations of history and heritage were often determined by 
territorial boundaries and politics, and how these interpretations were in return, used to 
reinforce territorial claims. Since the late nineteenth century, different agents such as 
Imperial Japan, China, North and South Korea had mobilized Koguryo history and 
heritage to support their respective political claims on the territory that made up present-
day northeast China. For both Imperial Japan in the late nineteenth century and China in 
the twenty-first century, archaeological and history research was a way for the state to 
tighten its control over the territory as the research findings often “proved” that this 
territory has been historically under their control.  
 
Scholars such as Thongchai Winichakul have emphasized the territorial aspect of 
nationhood. A nation-state is ultimately defined and identified by the territory it 
occupies. Sovereignty, crucial to the survival of a nation-state, cannot be separated from 
the concept of territorial integrity. While, some scholars such as Benedict Anderson have 
emphasized the importance of intangible definitions of a nation, such as shared culture 
and beliefs bonding an “imagined community”, Winichakul, in Siam Mapped, has 
highlighted the “geo-body” as an important element of nationhood.  He argues that the 
territoriality of a nation is the “most concrete feature, the most solid foundation, literally 
and connotatively, of nationhood as a whole.”6 It is only with an established spatial 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 Northeast Asian History Foundation, “Historical Controversy: The Northeast 
Project”,<http://english.historyfoundation.or.kr/?sub_num=47>, accessed on 15 November 2009. 
6 Thongchai Winichakul, Siam Mapped: A History of the Geo-Body of a Nation (Honolulu: University of Hawaii 
Press, 1994), p.17. 
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reality of the nation through mapping that allows one to speak of essential concepts of 
nationhood such as territorial sovereignty and integrity. And yet studies of nation-states 
and nationalism often neglect the spatial aspect of nationhood because the “seemingly 
natural” quality of the geo-body has obscured the fact that it is too, a cultural 
construction.7 Territorial boundaries also dictate what is to be included (or excluded) in 
the construction of a national narrative. In China’s case, Koguryo history was argued to 
be rightfully part of “Chinese” history as Koguryo used to be situated in modern-day 
Chinese territory.  
 
On the other hand, the glorious Koguryo history was used to bolster national 
pride and shape national identity in both North and South Korea, despite the fact that it 
was only North Korea that occupied part of the territory that Koguryo once ruled over. 
Because of the vast territorial expanse of ancient Koguryo and its military triumphs 
against China, the Koguryo period has been held as one of unsurpassable glory in the 
histories of both North and South Korea. However, this was not always the case. For 
centuries, the place of Koguryo in court histories had been overshadowed by Silla as Silla 
had successfully unified the peninsula. It was only during the end of the nineteenth 
century that Korean nationalists resurrected Koguryo in national narratives and 
portrayed Koguryo as the epitome of a culturally-untainted and militarily robust Korean 
nation. After the devastating Korean War (1950-1953), political regimes in the North and 
the South focused their attention on specific kingdoms in ancient history based on their 
geographical positioning, which again highlighted the centrality of territorial boundaries 
in the construction of a national narrative. Thus, while North Korea styled itself as the 
heir of Koguryo’s military glories, South Korea chose to emphasize Silla in its historical 
narratives by virtue of its geographical location in the southern part of the peninsula and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7  Ibid., p.16. 
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more importantly, because South Korea aimed to portray itself as possessing the 
mandate to reunify the peninsula in the future just as Silla successfully unified Korea in 
the seventh century. With significant improvement in North-South relations from the 
year 2000, the history of Koguryo became constructed as part of a greater ethnic history 
shared between the North and the South in South Korea.  
 
Interestingly, it was China’s historical and cultural claims on Koguryo that led the 
state to strongly emphasize Koguryo in its national narratives and integrate Koguryo 
history in its history curriculum. For South Korea, Koguryo history belongs to Korea no 
matter who owns the territory presently, as Koguryo was and will always be ethnically 
“Korean”. The territorial aspect is however, still present in South Korea’s case as they 
viewed northeast China as their “ancestral” land8 and some groups openly state their 
desire to “reclaim” this land which they consider to be rightfully “Korean”. Hence, 
Koguryo territory in present-day northeast China was part of the “imagined” greater 
Korean geo-body and shaped the way North and South Korea construct their national 
narratives and national identity.  
 
Chapter one of this thesis will examine how institutionalized research, such as the 
Northeast project, was often inseparable from political developments and served to 
achieve a specific political agenda. The geo-political context behind the China’s 
Northeast project will also be examined and it was clear that it was regional 
developments that propelled the Chinese state to use history to reinforce the ties 
between the borderland region and the political center. While South Korean nationalists 
had periodically made irredentist claims on northeast China in the past, the state 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 According to Korea’s founding myth, the first ancestor of the Korean race, Tangun was born on Mount 
Paektu (or Changbaishan in Chinese), which is now situated at the Sino-North Korean border. 
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considered northeast China as one of the most stable border regions as compared to 
Tibet and Xinjiang. It was the North Korean nuclear crisis that emerged in the last 
decade, which led Chinese political elites to reconsider how secure its northeast borders 
with its long-time ally was. The ‘rearranging’ of history to reinforce China’s political 
claims on the region was perceived as a way to address any future threat posed by a 
reunified Korea. An analysis of South Korea’s institutional response to China’s 
Northeast project also revealed of the divergent aims and attitudes towards Koguryo in 
China and South Korea.  
 
Chapter two will examine the historical circumstances in which Koguryo heritage 
first became perceived as culturally and politically significant. It was interesting to note 
that it was the Japanese, and not the Chinese or Koreans, who first saw the value of 
Koguryo heritage and used it to support its imperial aspirations in the early twentieth 
century. From Japan’s study of Koguryo heritage to recent studies by the PRC, North 
Korea and South Korea, it was evident that different interpretations of Koguryo history 
and heritage emerged because research efforts in these countries were driven by 
divergent political agendas.  
 
This chapter will also examine China’s use of UNESCO World Heritage Site 
designations to legitimise one’s claims over a particular heritage and by extension, the 
history and territory of that heritage. By successfully registering Koguryo heritage sites in 
the northeast region as World Heritage Sites under China, the Chinese state had in effect 
gained UNESCO’s “endorsement” of their claims on Koguryo history and heritage. The 
wave of intense opposition from South Korea following China’s success at UNESCO 
indicated that South Korea was aware of the political implications of a World Heritage 
Site designation. China’s use of UNESCO designations to achieve its political aims 
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greatly contradicted UNESCO’s overarching aim to transcend national differences by 
establishing a “world heritage” that extends beyond territorial boundaries and national 
ownership. The reasons why UNESCO is still unable to achieve this aim will also be 
analysed through the lens of the Koguryo controversy.  
 
After examining the political motivations behind the Northeast Project and seeking 
UNESCO World Heritage designations for the Koguryo sites located in Jilin, China, the 
third and final chapter will investigate the way these Koguryo World Heritage sites and 
another important “Korean” heritage site that is also strongly tied to Korean national 
identity—Changbaishan (or Mount Paektu in Korean), are presented to visitors. With the 
relaxation of travel restrictions between China and South Korea in 1989, South Koreans 
are finally able to access these important sites. Here, I will examine the ways different 
groups in South Korea carry out symbolic ‘rituals’ at these sites as a way to stake claims 
on the heritage of the place and to express that these sites rightfully belong to the 
Korean nation. This chapter will also analyze how Korean nationalistic sentiments have 
led local officials to promote and manage these sites in a more politically sensitive way, 
distinct from other tourist attractions in China. Despite China’s insistence that Koguryo 
was an integral part of Chinese history in the Northeast project and in its UNESCO 
nomination of these sites, the presentation of Koguryo history to visitors at the 
designated World Heritage sites in China were unexpectedly silent on the issue. With an 
exceptional number of tourists coming from South Korea, it was evident that economic 
pragmatism on the local level still triumphed over the state’s professed historical claims 
at the historical sites. 
 	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	   	   	   9	  
Chapter One. China’s Northeast project and the Koguryo 
Controversy 
Institutional framework and geo-political context 	  
I. Introduction 
China’s Northeast project and South Korea’s vocal denouncement of the 
historical “truths” Chinese scholars were churning out resulted in strained Sino-South 
Korean diplomatic relations in 2004. Although in an interview with the South Korean 
press, Premier Wen Jiabao insisted that there were “no territorial issues between China 
and [the Republic of Korea]” and that academic research on the history of ethnic or 
territorial changes should be separated from politics and reality from past history9, this 
project was clearly politically motivated. Other than generous state funding, which was an 
obvious sign of state endorsement and involvement, the project also affirmed the state 
narrative on the minorities and that there were irrefutable historical and genealogical 
links between the present Chinese nation-state and its northeast borderlands. Thus, 
Chinese authority on this region was not to be challenged. 
 
This chapter will examine how the development of social science research and 
research institutions in the Peoples’ Republic of China (PRC) had been influenced and 
shaped by the changes in political circumstances since the early 1950s. This was not 
unexpected, considering how state-sponsored research or state-founded research 
institutions are often established to serve the political needs of the state. Institutions and 
academics assist in the gathering of salient information that will help the government to 
make informed policy decisions and they also serve to reinforce the government’s stand 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 “Joint interview given by Premier Wen Jiabao to ROK Press”, Xinhua net, 6 April 2007, 
<http://news.xinhuanet.com/english/2007-04/06/content_5956236.htm> , accessed on 21 February 
2011. 
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on certain issues. Hence to better understand the political motivations behind large-scale, 
state sponsored research projects such as the Northeast project, there is a need to 
examine the geo-political context in which the state perceived that it was necessary to 
carry out such research. 
 
More broadly, this chapter will look at the way the Chinese state mobilized 
institutional research, specifically in history, to legitimise its claims on minorities and the 
borderlands. History is a powerful political tool when used to assert and legitimise one’s 
claims as it is presented in official discourse as the objective “truth”. By presenting a 
version of history favourable to the ruling party as unequivocal, historical truth, any 
alternative readings of the past that challenged their discourse and hold on power would 
be crowded out. Borderland research projects in China are also unique in the sense that 
they aimed to address both historical issues and contemporary “problems” in that region. 
Hence, as we would examine later in this chapter, research projects dealing with the 
northeast region, Tibet, Inner Mongolia and Xinjiang have distinctively different research 
objectives and proposed topics due to the differing political situations in these regions, 
which again reinforced the political nature of such projects.   
 
In addition to looking at the political motivations of the Chinese state in 
launching the Northeast Project, this chapter will also analyze the reasons why South 
Korea reacted so strongly to Chinese claims to Koguryo when Sino-South Korean 
diplomatic relations in 2004 were, by all accounts, positive and on the upswing. In order 
to understand South Korea’s reaction to China’s claims, we need to examine the unique 
place of Koguryo, and by association, Manchuria and Kando, in Korean nationalistic 
narratives. The diplomatic fallout following China’s claims and South Korea’s objections 
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also revealed the inherent conflicting differences between the forms of nationalism the 
Chinese and Korean state promote. 
 
II. A Genealogy of the Northeast Project 
The Northeast project was launched under the Research Center for Chinese 
Borderland History and Geography [zhongguo bianjiang shidi yanjiu zhongxin, 中国边疆史地
研究中心] (RCBH), which was organized under a larger, national academic organization 
known as the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences [zhongguo shehui kexue yuan,中国社会
科学院] (CASS). Established in 1977, the CASS was proclaimed to be “the highest 
academic research institution in the fields of philosophy and social sciences as well as a 
national center for comprehensive studies in the country.”10  
 
The founding of CASS was part of state efforts to recover from the decade-long 
damage inflicted by the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) on scholarship. Before the 
Cultural Revolution, social science research were conducted under the Academic 
Division for Philosophy and the Social Sciences [zhexue shehui kexue xuebu, 哲学社会科
学学部] or Xuebu in short, and the Xuebu was a division under the Chinese Academy of 
Science (CAS). CAS was modeled after the USSR Academy of Science and its main focus 
was more on the sciences than on the humanities. The Chinese state however, also 
recognised the usefulness of the social sciences in building a strong Chinese socialist 
state. For example, the Xuebu formulated a national curriculum to educate the young on 
the theories of Marxism and Chinese revolutionary history, which contributed to the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10  Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 20 years of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences: 1977-1997, ed. Long 
Yongshu (Beijing: CASS, 1997), p.11.  
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building of a “revolutionary-Chinese national identity.”11 Unfortunately, the Cultural 
Revolution ushered in a period of academic stagnation where all forms of academic 
pursuits were abandoned and renounced in favour of the study of Mao’s ideological 
thought. By 1969, all research personnel in the Xuebu were forced to drop their academic 
pursuits and were rounded up to undergo political re-education under the direction of 
the Workers and Liberation Army Mao Zedong Thought and Propaganda team.12 It was 
only with the death of Mao Zedong in 1976 and the transition of CCP leadership to 
Deng Xiaoping that research in the social sciences resumed. 
 
The founding of the CASS was thus situated at a turning point in Chinese 
political history. The political leaders of post-Mao China saw intellectuals as an 
indispensable asset in China’s bid to modernize. The idea that social science research 
should profit and serve the interests and aspirations of the state was illustrated in the 
CASS twentieth-anniversary publication, where it was clearly stated that the planning and 
development of the social sciences in the Peoples’ Republic of China had always been “in 
step with [China]’s Five-Year Plans.”13 The CASS was designed to function first and 
foremost, as a “think-tank”, empowering the state with knowledge that facilitates 
informed policy-making. In the first phase (1977-1981), with the opening of the Chinese 
economy to capitalism, CASS largely concentrated on setting up research institutes where 
the focus was on more pressing matters of trade, finance and international economy.14 
Other focus areas also included area studies, concentrating on Western Europe, Japan 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11  Margaret Sleeboom-Faulkner, The Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS): Shaping the Reforms, Academia 
and China (1977-2003) (Leiden: Brill, 2007), p.37. 
12  Margaret Sleeboom-Faulkner, The Chinese Academy of Social Sciences (CASS): Shaping the Reforms, Academia 
and China (1977-2003) (Leiden: Brill, 2007), p.38. 
13  Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, 20 years of the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences: 1977-1997, ed. Long 
Yong Shu (Beijing: CASS, 1997), p.11. 
14 Bureau of International Cooperation, “Chinese Academy of Social Science”, 
<http://bic.cass.cn/english/infoShow/Arcitle_Show_Cass.asp?BigClassID=1&Title=CASS>, accessed 
on 25 July 2011. 
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and America, which facilitated foreign policy research at a time when China was rapidly 
establishing diplomatic ties with the rest of the world after decades of isolation.  
 
In the 1980s, the establishment of the Research Center for Chinese Borderland 
History and Geography (1983) and the Institute of Taiwan Studies (1984) reflected the 
efforts of China’s political elite who desired to project their vision of what the territorial 
boundaries of China should be. These two institutes were established shortly after the 
enactment of the amended PRC State Constitution in 1982. This Constitution was an 
important document that presented the State’s conception of the Chinese nation and set 
the tone for political, economic and social direction in post-Mao China. The preamble of 
the 1982 Constitution emphasized that PRC is first and foremost “a unitary multi-
national State created jointly by the people of all its nationalities” and that “all ethnic 
autonomous areas are integral parts of the People's Republic of China.” 15 In other 
words, the territorial integrity of the Chinese nation will be safeguarded and upheld at all 
costs, and under no circumstances was secession allowed.  
 
This assertion that China was a unitary multi-national State and the borderland 
territories16 housing the minorities were inseparable parts from the PRC was not new and 
appeared in its first Constitution in 1954. The CCP declared that all races are now united 
as a family with free and equal status, and as a united people, they have successfully 
opposed imperialism.17 Such political pronouncements had been iterated decades earlier 
by Sun Yat-sen, who first conceptualized the Chinese nation [zhonghuaminguo, 中华民国] 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 Please see “Constitution of the Peoples’ Republic of China (Adopted on December 4, 1982)” 
<http://www.gov.cn/english/2005-08/05/content_20813.htm>, accessed on 2 March 2010.  
16 China’s vast borderlands include Inner Mongolia in the north, Xinjiang in the northwest, Tibet, Yunnan 
and the Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region in the Southwest and lastly, Heilongjiang, Jilin and Liaoning 
in the northeastern region of China. China also maintains that Taiwan is a province of China. 
17 Zhongguo renmin gongheguo xianfa (1954) quoted in Bai Shou Yi, ed., Zhongguo tongshi, Vol. 1, 3 vols. 
(Shanghai: Shanghai renmin chubanshe, 1989), p.34. 
 	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	   	   	   14	  
as a multi-ethnic nation where the five main races—the Han, Mongols, Tibetans, 
Manchus and the Muslims—live in harmony [wuzugonghe, 五族共和]. Sun also argued 
that all races must unite to fight the encroachment of western imperialism, thus 
promoting civic nationalism over ethnic nationalism. This concept of the Chinese nation 
was inherited by the Republic of China (Taiwan) and likewise by the PRC. As we would 
see later, this conceptualisation of the nation was highly useful in legitimizing the 
territorial claims of the Chinese state on the borderlands, where most of the non-Han 
ethnicities reside.   
 
As stated on its official website, one of the main goals of the RCBH was to 
continue past research efforts on the borderlands and honour the “traditions of 
patriotism” in borderland research [jichen he hongyang zhongguo bianjiangshidi yanjiu de youxiu 
yichan he zhonghuaminzu de aiguozhuyi chuantong, 继承和弘扬中国边疆史地研究的优秀遗
产和中华民族的爱国主义传统].In Zhongguo beibu bianjiangshi yanjiu [中国北部边疆史
研究],	  the author Lü Yiran opined that specialized research in borderland history started 
in the late Qing dynasty during the reign of Emperor Jiaqing (1796-1820) and Daoguang 
(1820-1850), and this research must be considered with regards to the geopolitical 
context of that period.18 The need to conduct research on the borderlands became more 
urgent with the increased threats to China’s borderlands after the First Opium War 
(1839-1842) as scholars perceived that historical research was essential to substantiate 
and strengthen China’s claim on these territories and to deflect the spurious claims of 
aggressive imperialist powers, such as Great Britain, France, Russia and Japan on 
territories such as Mongolia, Tibet and Manchuria. Thus, in Chinese academic tradition, 
research in borderland history was rooted in the patriotic desire to protect the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Lü Yiran, Zhongguo beibu bianjiangshi yanjiu (Heilongjiang: Heilongjiang jiaoyu chubanshe, 1998), pp.1-3.  
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motherland from enemy encroachment. This patriotic tradition was to be continued 
today under the RCBH so as “to protect the unity of the nation and contribute towards 
the stability and advancement of China’s borderlands through research in the history and 
traditions of these regions” [wei weihu guojiatongyi, wei woguo bianjiangdiqu de wending he fazhan 
juochu gongxian, 为维护国家统一，为我国边疆地区的稳定和发展做出贡献].19 
 
The use of the term “protect” implied that the PRC government was implicitly 
acknowledging that there were existing threats to the territorial integrity of the nation. As 
compared to the late nineteenth century, pressing threats come mostly from within China 
rather than from foreign aggression. As we will examine in greater detail later, such 
threats from within could be attributed to the fact that China today is a fairly recent 
construct and there exists some degree of resentment in some borderland regions that 
believe that they should have been granted independence after the fall of the Qing 
dynasty.  
 
A sizable portion of China’s current territorial expanse, mainly areas situated 
around its current borders, were incorporated into the geopolitical entity know as China 
today only during the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). Manchuria, or what is known today as 
northeast China, was the traditional homeland of the Manchus and Inner Mongolia was 
part of the Manchu empire even before the Manchus conquered China and became part 
of Qing China after the Qing dynasty was established. The Qing conquered and subdued 
the indigenous leaders in Yunnan during the 1640s, and Xinjiang during the mid-
eighteenth century. While Tibet was never under the central administration, it accepted 
Qing suzerainty over their kingdom. It was thus ironic that the CCP, who was 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19 “Zhongguo bianjiang shidi yanjiu zhongxin jianjie”, 
<http://bjzx.cass.cn/news/129888.htm>, accessed on 2 February 2011.  
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accustomed to emphasize its anti-imperialist and nationalist credentials, and who 
habitually cast itself as a victim of colonial aggression in post-Mao China, often failed to 
mention that the vast territory of present-day China was a product of Qing colonialism. 
For Chinese leaders to acknowledge that these borderlands were colonized territories 
would be tantamount to giving these borderland regions the right to secede from China, 
which is unacceptable as it threatened the territorial integrity of the nation.  
 
Scholars such as Peter Hays Gries, Tong Lam, Judith F. Kornberg and John R. 
Faust have argued that the adoption of free market reforms and the subsequent 
transformation of Chinese economy and society discredited communism as a unifying 
ideology, and popular nationalism entrenched in the commitment to defend China’s 
sovereignty and territorial integrity became its replacement.20 Although emphasizing 
national and territorial unity and the “paramountcy of the “one China principle” has 
traditionally been the CCP way of “[legitimizing] itself as the party that unified China 
after divisions caused by imperialism”21, this emphasis was brought to a new level in 
post-Mao China, leading to the rise of what John Duncan termed as “statist nationalism” 
that “prizes territorial integrity above other alternatives”, propagated by the Party elites 
to fill the vacuum once occupied by the communist ideology.22  
 
Current CCP historiography also placed great emphasis on “the century of 
humiliation” [bainian guochi, 百年国耻]，which spanned the period from China’s defeat 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Please refer to Judith F. Kornberg and John R. Faust, China World Politics: Policies, Processes, Prospects, 2nd 
Edition (Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press, 2005), Peter Hays Gries, "Nationalism and 
Chinese Foreign Policy," in China Rising: Power and Motivation in Chinese Foreign Policy, ed. Yong Deng and 
Fei-Ling Wang.103-120 (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2005),  and Tong Lam, "Identity and 
Diversity: The Complexities and Contradictions of Chinese Nationalism," in China beyond the Headlines, ed. 
Timothy B. and Jensen, Lionel M. Weston, 147-170 (Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2000). 
21  Alan M. Wachman, Why Taiwan? Geostrategic Rationales for China's Territorial Integrity (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2007), p.25.  
22  John B. Duncan, "Historical memories of Koguryo in Koryo and Choson Korea," Journal of Inner and 
East Asian History 1 (Summer 2004): 117-138, p.132. 
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in the First Opium War (1839-1842), which saw the forced annexation of Chinese 
territories, to the establishment of the PRC in 1949. This historiography, which 
concentrated on the victimization of China, promoted an emotionally-charged form of 
nationalism that was obsessed with defending China’s territorial integrity and sovereignty. 
Portraying itself as the party that ended this humiliating episode of China’s past and a 
staunch defender of China’s sovereignty, the CCP government pledged that no 
concessions or compromise would be made that would threaten the territorial integrity 
of the nation-state.  
 
On a more practical level, it became clear to the CCP government in the 1990s that 
there was an increasing need to tighten political control over the borderland regions. The 
CCP government had witnessed with horror, the rapid disintegration of the Soviet 
empire with the fall of the Communist Party in Soviet Union in 1991. The opening of 
Soviet society and economy with Mikhail Gorbachev’s liberal reforms in the 1980s 
exposed that communism was a flawed political and economic system. Hence, to prevent 
a repeat of the same scenario in China with economic liberalization, the CCP increased 
political, economic and military control over borderland regions. Ironically, these were 
regions which the government had designated to be autonomous [zizhi quyu, 自治区域] 
in the constitution. The increase in political control proved to be counter-effective in 
some regions such as Xinjiang and Tibet, where there already exists an undercurrent of 
resentment towards the government due to the sense of oppression arising from 
government controls on religious and cultural activities. The Chinese government’s 
policy of encouraging Han migration to these areas further exacerbated ethnic tensions, 
and the level of resentment increased when the economic growth that came from 
industrialization and state-sponsored development was deemed to be disproportionately 
benefitting the Han Chinese.  
 	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	   	   	   18	  
 
Discontentment with government policies manifested in the form of riots and 
protests in the borderland regions. The violent 1996 anti-government protests in 
Xinjiang was suppressed with equal violence and the aftermath of the September 11 
bombing in the United States also saw the Chinese government launching military 
operations in Xinjiang, retaliating against “extremists” in 2001. 23 More recently, the 
violent clash with Chinese police in 2008 and the Uyghur-Han violence in 2009 were 
both brutally suppressed by the paramilitary Peoples’ Armed Police. The 2008 
demonstrations and violence directed towards the Han and the Hui minorities in Tibet 
were also met with harsh military action. Beijing had thus proven that it would not 
hesitate to launch immediate and harsh military clampdown on what they perceive as 
dangerous “separatist movements” in Tibet and Xinjiang that threatens the unity and 
territorial integrity of the Chinese nation. 
 
While the use of force was effective in reasserting political control over the 
rebellious borderlands, it mostly resulted in damaging diplomatic repercussions for the 
Chinese government. It was thus more practical and advantageous for the Chinese state 
to utilize institutions such as the RCBH and the China Tibetology Research Center, and 
use the historical research done by these institutions as a foundation to substantiate their 
political claims on the borderlands. At the same time, the state could also use such 
institutions as platforms to disseminate their vision of the nation as a unified and multi-
ethnic entity back into history, to both the domestic and international audience. For 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23 Mutahir Ahmed has pointed out that the ethnoreligious nationalism that presently exists in Xinjiang was 
ironically brought about by the CCP’s political decision to send the Uyghurs to Afghanistan to support the 
Taliban against Soviet troops. Influenced by the Afghan jihad, this generation of Uyghurs who came back 
from Afghanistan was more militant and nationalistic compared to the more secular nationalism of the 
older generation. Please see Mutahir Ahmed, "Emerging Threats in South, Central and West Asian 
Regions: China's Strategy and Responses," in Towards Pax Sinica? China's Rise andTransformation: Impacts and 
Implications, ed. Emily Yeoh, 160-172 (Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya Press, 2009). 
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instance, although a sizable portion of Chinese territory around the borders was only 
acquired during the Qing dynasty, the 1999 White Paper on “National Minorities Policy 
and Its Practice in China” declared that China has been a “united, multi-ethnic country 
since ancient times”, specifically from the Qin dynasty in 221 BCE, and that “unity has 
always been the mainstream in the development of Chinese history.”24 Noting that any 
hint of political discontent was thoroughly suppressed by the CCP, Diana Lary observed 
that the state of unity espoused by the CCP, and that it existed in China since time 
immemorial “is not a natural state but, rather, a condition that the center goes to great 
lengths to ensure” by rooting out and suppressing threats to national unity.25  
 
With the assertion that China existed as a “unitary multi-national State” since two 
millennia ago, the boundaries of Chinese historiography were also modified to 
correspond with the geographical boundaries of modern China. Chinese historian Bai 
Shouyi, in the 1989 edition of the Encyclopedia of China History [zhongguo tongshi, 中国通史], 
argued that “As the territory of China was the stage on which the histories of the Han 
and other races was acted out, the territorial boundaries of modern China should be the 
basis in compiling a history of China.”26 Interestingly, Bai also recognized that the ethnic 
minority groups at the borders are part of larger ethnic communities separated from each 
other by a fairly artificial state border, and acknowledged that physical boundaries 
should be disregarded when studying the origins of these groups.27 Nonetheless, as in the 
historical narratives of many other multi-ethnic nations, Bai suggested that only the 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 Information Office of the State Council of the People’s Republic of China, “A United Multi-Ethnic 
Country” in White Paper 1999: Ethnic Minorities Policy in China < http://www.china.org.cn/e-
white/4/4.1.htm>, September 1999. Accessed on 17 March 2010.  
25  Diana Lary, "Introduction," in The Chinese State at the Borders, ed. Diana Lary, 1-10 (Vancouver: UBC 
Press, 2007), p.2. 
26 His original words were “中华人民共和国的疆域是中华人民共和国境内各民族共同进行历史活
动的舞台,也就是我们撰写中国通史所用以贯串今古的历史活动的地理范围.” Cited from Bai 
Shouyi, Zhongguo tongshi , ed. Bai Shouyi, Vol. 1 (Shanghai: Shanghai Renmin Chubanshe, 1989), p.79. 
27 Bai, Zhongguo tongshi, pp.79-80. 
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history of ethnic minorities groups on Chinese side of the border would be included in 
Chinese history, as “foreigners” [waiguoren, 外国人] can never be considered as 
“Chinese” [zhongguoren, 中国人 ] 28 , thus highlighting the importance of territorial 
boundaries over ethnic affiliation as the main decisive factor to determine what was to be 
included in historical narratives. More pertinently for the Koguryo debate, Bai also 
insisted that the history of ethnic groups such as the Xiongnu, who were once an 
important part of Chinese history but had since disappeared, should also be included in 
Chinese history as they once existed on and inhabited this territory that is now modern 
China.29 Similarly, while Koguryo had ceased to exist for centuries, it had once existed 
within China’s current territorial boundaries. Thus by Bai’s logic, Koguryo should 
naturally be considered part of China’s history.    
 
With the launch of the Northeast Project, Chinese researchers were put to work, 
weaving Koguryo into the historical narrative of China, emphasizing that Koguryo was 
one of the “ethnic minority polities” of China [shaoshu minzu difang zhengquan, 少数民族
地方政权] that should be recognized for its contributions to China’s development in 
ancient times.30 The history of Tibet was also constructed in such a way so as to 
emphasize the deep-rooted links between China and Tibet since antiquity. In some 
Chinese narratives on Tibetan history, it was argued that Chinese tribes had settled in 
Tibet centuries ago and hence, the Tibetans were related to the Han Chinese by descent. 
Alternatively, other narratives argued that the Tang Princess Wencheng, who married the 
Tibetan King in the seventh century, introduced Chinese culture to the backward 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28 Ibid., p.80. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Niu Jin-Er, "Gaogouli minzu dui dongbeikaifa de gongxian," Northern Cultural Relics, no. 2 (2004): 95‐
99, p.95.  
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Tibetans who eagerly adopted the ways of the more advanced Chinese civilization.31 
These narratives also emphasized that the marriage established a blood bond between 
the Chinese and the Tibetans, which was cemented by increasing Sino-Tibetan economic 
and cultural interaction in the next few centuries. 
 
It is important to stress again that borderland research projects in China, such as 
the Northeast project, were set up specifically to address perceived, contemporary 
problems. This is clearly evident in the way the projects were named as research projects 
in “the history and current situation of the borderlands” [lishi yu xianzhuang yanjiu, 历史
与现状研究]. While it could also be said that historical research allowed scholars to 
learn from the past to solve present problems, history itself, or rather the rewriting of 
history, was evidently seen as the solution for the problem in borderland research projects. 
As we examine the wider geopolitical context in which the Northeast project was 
established, we will gave a better picture of the reasons why the CCP government 
believed that it was time to readjust the history of its northeast borderlands.   
 
III. Political motivations of the Northeast Project 	  
 The reason why Chinese interest in the history of Koguryo only materialized in 
2002 was predominantly because the Chinese political elite did not perceive the northeast 
border region to be facing any pressing threats until recent years. As compared to restive 
regions such as Xinjiang and Tibet, this region was perceived to be more acquiescent to 
CCP rule. Furthermore, unlike Xinjiang, Inner Mongolia and Tibet which share borders 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Tibet, during the seventh to ninth centuries, was a major military power in Central Asia who attacked 
Tang China several times and successfully annexed a sizable portion of Chinese territory. The marriage 
alliance between the Tibetan King, Songtsen Gampo and Princess Wencheng was forcibly imposed by the 
Tibetans, with the Tang emperor powerless to resist. For an expanded analysis of the contradictions 
between the Chinese and Tibetan accounts of the events, please see John Powers, History as Propaganda: 
Tibetan Exiles versus the Peoples' Republic of China (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp.30-38. 
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with potentially hostile powers such as Russia, India and Central Asia, the security issues 
of the northeast region appeared less pressing in comparison as it shared a border with 
North Korea, a staunch ally highly dependent on the PRC for survival. It was only when 
North Korea became increasingly unstable, and at times out of the PRC’s control, that 
this ally began to pose a potential threat to the status quo of China’s northeast borders. 
With this, the state decided to encourage academic focus on the history of the northeast 
territories to emphasize that the northeast borderland is an inalienable part of China with 
the launching of the Northeast project in 2002.  
 
The five-year Northeast project (2002-2007) was positioned to be a major 
interdisciplinary and trans-departmental research undertaking. The biggest sponsor of 
this project was the Ministry of Finance, which provided one million Yuan under special 
project funds; CASS provided 250,000 Yuan and the special projects funds of 
Heilongjiang, Jilin and Liaoning provincial government provided 375,000 Yuan in total.32 
The Northeast project mobilized various local CASS research departments and 
universities in Heilongjiang, Jilin and Liaoning, and Chinese scholars outside the 
northeast region were also invited to participate. There were five main proposed research 
areas in this project33: the broader theoretical framework of Chinese borderland research 
[zhongguo jiangyu lilun yanjiu, 中国疆域理论研究], research on the history of northeast 
China [东北地方史研究], research on the ethnicities in the northeast region [dongbei 
difangshi yanjiu, 东北地方史研究], research on historical Sino-Korean relations [zhongchao 
guanxishi yanjiu, 中朝关系史研究 ] and lastly, a comparative study between China’s 
minority policy in the region and Soviet’s policy in the far east [zhongguo dongbei bianjiang yu 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
32 “Dongbei bianjiang lishi yu xianzhuang yanjiu gongcheng jingfei guanli fangfa”，
<http://chinaborderland.cass.cn/show_News.asp?id=1835>, 28 February 2002. Accessed on 29 March 
2010.  
33 For the full list of topics, please see the Appendix. 
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eguo yuandong diqu zhengzhi, jingji guanxishi yan jiu, 中国东北边疆与俄国远东地区政治、
经济关系史研究]. The Northeast project also called for the collating of maps and 
historical documents on the northeast region, and for the translation of Japanese and 
Western historical documents on the region.  
 
It is constructive to compare the Northeast project with two other projects that 
was launched shortly after it—the Xinjiang topic [xinjiang xiangmu, 新疆项目] in 2005 
and Northern Borderlands topic [beijiang xiangmu, 北疆项目] which dealt with Inner 
Mongolia in 2010. 34  Considering that these two “topics” touched on regions that 
arguably were of more economic significance to China, with valuable natural resources 
such as oil and naturial gas located in Xinjiang, and coal and natural gas in Inner 
Mongolia, the research projects were noticeably more discreet and of a smaller scale 
compared to the Northeast project. Unlike the Northeast Project, there was no 
information available on the amount of funds allocated to these two topics to confirm 
the scale of these research projects. However, the use of the term “topic” (xiangmu) 
instead of “project” (gongchen) to describe the research on Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia 
indicated that these research undertakings were of a smaller scale, or deliberately 
presented as such.  
 
The noticeable lack of information available for these two projects could be 
explained in two ways. China might have learnt a lesson that more discretion was 
required after the diplomatic strain in Sino-South Korean relations with the Northeast 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Although these two research ventures were launched after the Northeast project, it must be stressed that 
this was not because that they were deemed less pressing than the North Korean problem. Research in the 
history of Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia had been conducted in previous instances in the past, whereas the 
focus on the history of Koguryo and the assertion that it was “Chinese” was a relatively new development 
in Chinese scholarship.  
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project, or that there were different political concerns in Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia 
that required more discretion. As massive state funding for historical research was often 
an indication that this research would serve to benefit some political interests of the 
state, the RCBH might have decided not to disclose the amount of funding allocated for 
these two topics due to political sensitivity. As mentioned before, these regions share 
borders with stronger and potentially more aggressive opponents, such as Russia in the 
case of Inner Mongolia, and Russia, India and Pakistan in Xinjiang’s case, research in 
these areas would be more politically sensitive as compared to northeast China, which 
shared a border with an economically-dependent North Korea. Thus, research in these 
areas would definitely require more finesse and discretion so as not to jeopardize ties 
with these nations and create diplomatic tension as the Northeast project had done to 
Sino-South Korean relations. 
 
Geopolitically, the Northeast project was set up in the backdrop of rising 
nationalism in East Asia and the looming North Korean nuclear problem. The Koguryo 
controversy was an unusual case in East Asia as nationalistic controversies in the region 
usually involved Japan, with China and South Korea standing united against this 
common enemy. Such nationalistic issues included the revisionist view of World War 
Two presented in some government-approved Japanese history textbooks, the issue of 
compensating comfort women or sex slaves in China and South Korea during the 
Japanese occupation, visits to the Yasukuni shrine by high level Japanese officials, and 
territorial disputes over Senkaku Islands/Diaoyu Islands (China-Japan) and Dokdo/ 
Takeshima (Korea-Japan). South Korea continued to harbour bitter feelings towards 
Japan as the painful humiliation of subjugation under Japanese rule (1905-1945) 
remained strong in public memory and discourse. Similarly, there remained much 
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popular anger and resentment in China that Japan had yet to make a proper apology for 
its heinous war crimes.  
 
In addition to standing united on historical issues against Japan, China and South 
Korea had been enjoying improving diplomatic and increasingly intimate economic ties 
since the normalization of diplomatic relations in 1992. Due to the structural 
compatibility of South Korea and Chinese economies, mutual economic interdependence 
and the common goal of long-term prosperity had further strengthened the bilateral ties. 
China replaced the United States and Japan to become South Korea’s number one 
trading partner in 200435, and South Korea had recorded consistent trade surplus from its 
trade with China.36 In 2009, South Korea was ranked as China’s fourth top trading 
partner (after the United States, Japan and Hong Kong).37 Moreover, after North Korea’s 
nuclear capacity was made public, South Korea needed to cooperate and work closely 
with China, who emerged as the special powerbroker in the North Korean nuclear crisis, 
being the sole power with the ability to influence North Korea. 
 
More importantly for our analysis of the Koguryo controversy, many scholars 
have argued that the apparent instability of North Korea was an important catalyst for 
the launch of the Northeast project. North Korea’s nuclear ambitions first came to light 
in 1993 when the International Atomic Agency (IAEA), prodded by detailed pictures 
from U.S. spy satellites, requested North Korea to allow IAEA to carry out inspections 
on undeclared sites. North Korea refused, insisting that those sites were military facilities 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35  Zhu Zhiqun, "China's Warming Relations with South Korea and Australia," in Soft Power: China's 
Emerging Strategy in International Politics, ed. Mingjiang Li, 185-206 (London: Lexington Books, 2009), p.190. 
36  Han Sukhee, "South Korea and a Rising China: Perception of Ambivalence and the Policy of Hedging ," 
in China’s Rise—Threat or Opportunity? , ed. Herbert S. Yee, 148-162 (New York: Routledge, 2011), pp.150-
151.  
37 The US-China Business Council, “Table 7: China’s Top Trading Partners”, < 
http://www.uschina.org/statistics/tradetable.html>, accessed on 20 April 2010.  
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and hence out of bounds to IAEA. North Korea eventually announced its intention to 
withdraw from the Nuclear Non-Proliferation treaty in March 1993.38 War between the 
U.S. and North Korea was only averted when Pyongyang promised to dismantle its 
nuclear facilities in return for economic concessions in 1994. In October 2002 however, 
the issue flared up again when North Korea admitted that it has been pursuing a covert 
nuclear weapons program for several years, and in October 2006, North Korea launched 
its first nuclear test to shatter any doubts about its nuclear capability. The presence of an 
unstable and seemingly volatile regime with the capacity to produce nuclear weapons 
destabilized the region and altered the political and security formulations of China, Japan 
and South Korea. 39 And this time-bomb that was North Korea, was undoubtedly a 
major factor in prompting Chinese leaders to reconsider the security of their 
northeastern borders with North Korea. 
 
Besides the problematic nuclear issue, North Korea’s economic instability since 
the 1990s also made it obvious that reunification would most likely be through 
absorption by the South, a possibility that China was wary of. Traditionally, Beijing 
supported reunification under the aegis of North Korea due to ideological affiliation. 
After the opening of China’s economy and the end of the Cold War however, Chinese 
political elites favoured the status quo, which was peaceful coexistence of the two Koreas, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38  Bruce Cumings, North Korea: Another Country (New York: The New Press, 2004), pp.62-67. 
39 One consequence of the North Korea nuclear crisis was that it had the effect of pushing South Korea to 
cultivate a closer, cooperative relationship with China due to diplomatic necessity. Some have also argued 
that after North Korea announced its nuclear weapon program in 2002, the U.S began to favour its alliance 
with Japan. After the September 11 attacks in 2001, the U.S. became increasingly paranoid that North 
Korea could be potentially selling weapons of mass destruction to terrorists, who would then use it on the 
U.S. While China and South Korea opposed U.S. hardline policy on North Korea, Japan had consistently 
supported the U.S. stand and diplomatic relations had improved as a result. This also pushed South Korea 
to a closer alliance with China and away from its long-time ally, the U.S. as China and South Korea were 
both opposed to the idea that Japan might be poised to assume a leadership position in the region backed 
by the U.S.  
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especially since it now enjoyed close economic ties with the South.40 The status quo 
preferred by the Chinese government however, seemed difficult to maintain as the North 
Korean regime has been close to economic collapse since the early 1990s. The collapse 
of the Soviet Union, North Korea’s largest trading partner, ended the crucial flow of 
Soviet aid and subsidized trade to the North in 1991, which was the main reason that the 
highly inefficient North Korean economy could still function in the previous decades. 
The subsequent collapse of socialist markets worldwide after the fall of the USSR also 
drastically reduced North Korea’s foreign trade and capital. Furthermore, North Korea’s 
plight was made worse by the unfortunate bad weather of 1995 and 1996 which led to 
poor harvests and famine, “[effecting] a contraction of the North Korean economy by 
over 50 percent from 1991 to 1996.”41 As the South Korean economy grew stronger and 
the North weakened, it was evident to any observer that any reunification would most 
probably take place through absorption of the weaker North by the economically robust 
and technologically advanced South, which could potentially pose a threat to China’s 
security. 
 
The collapse of North Korea would have serious repercussions on China’s 
“security environment” as China viewed North Korea as a “strategic buffer-zone” 
against the United States, who has maintained a military presence in South Korea and 
Japan since the end of World War Two.42 A reunified Korean peninsula with stationed 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 Officially, however, China maintains that it “supports President Kim Il Sung’s plan to reunify North and 
South Korea in a Confederal Republic of Koryo under the principle of ‘one country, one nation; two 
systems, two governments.” See Samuel S. Kim, "The Making of China's Korea Policy in the Era of 
Reform," in The Makng of Chinese Foreign and Security Policy in the Era of Reform, 1978-2000, ed. Daniel M. 
Lampton, 371-408 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2001), p.400. 
41 Kim, "The Making of China's Korea Policy in the Era of Reform", p.385. 
42 Please see Shi Yinhong, "China and the North Korean nuclear problem: Diplomatic initiative, strategic 
complexities, and relevance of security multilateralism," in China Turns to Multilateralism: Foreign policy and 
regional security, ed. Wu Guoguang and Helen Lansdowne, 90-103 (New York: Routledge, 2008), p. 91 and 
Samuel S. Kim, "The Making of China's Korea Policy in the Era of Reform," in The Makng of Chinese Foreign 
and Security Policy in the Era of Reform, 1978-2000, ed. Daniel M. Lampton, 371-408 (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2001), p.401. 
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American troops right at China’s borders was a situation Chinese military analysts and 
political elites could not and would not accept, as the memory of American troops 
attempting to cross the Yalu River to launch an attack on China during the Korean War 
remained a fresh and vivid memory.  
 
Ahn Yonson has provided a very succinct analysis of China’s security concerns 
and the role of Koguryo in dealing with the potential collapse of North Korea,  
 
For China, Gaogouli [or Koguryo] became a symbol of national integrity and 
stability in the northeastern border region where a flood of North Korean 
refugees and territorial boundary disputes poses a threat of instability. China’s 
concern for its northeastern border centers on how the issues might play out in 
the aftermath of Korean reunification, underlining the determination to secure 
the borderland together with its history and relics along the Yalu River between 
North Korea and China. The Gaogouli remains in China are correlated with 
buttressing mass support through cultural patriotism emphasizing the historical 
unity and cultural integrity of the borderlands, thereby reinforcing national 
myths of unity.43 
 
Hence, the apparent instability of the North Korean regime and the projected fall of this 
regime in the future were the main trigger factors in the launching of the Northeast 
Project in 2002, as it was also the year when North Korea declared that it had an ongoing 
and successful nuclear program. For Party elites and policymakers in China, there was an 
urgent need to prepare for a contingency plan in the eventuality that North Korea 
collapses. The possible scenario of North Korean refugees flooding its borders and 
creating economic chaos after the collapse of North Korea was also a key area of 
concern to China. Not only will China lose an important buffer-zone, the integrity of 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
43 Yonson Ahn, “The Contested Heritage of Koguryo/Gaogouli and China-Korea Conflict.” The Asia-
Pacific Journal: Japan Focus (Online), 11 January 2008, <http://www.japanfocus.org/-Yonson-Ahn/2631>, 
accessed on 12 January 2010. 
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China’s northeast borders, which houses a considerable population of ethnic Koreans, 
could also be threatened by possible territorial claims made by an unified Korea led by 
South Korea.  
 
IV. Academic Research as a line of defence against Korean nationalism 
While Korean nationalists and academics accused Chinese scholars of 
revisionism in their writing of Koguryo history, RCBH envisioned this research as a 
defensive move to guard against scholars and politicians from “certain countries”, who 
on the pretext of conducting historical research, had “distorted historical truth” 
[waiqushishi, 歪曲史实], “causing chaos” [zhizhaohunluan, 制造混乱] to the status quo of 
China’s northeast borders.44 Clearly, this was a thinly veiled reference to South Korea 
where a small group of nationalists and NGOs had been making irredentist claims on the 
Kando region. Kando, or Jiandao [间岛] refers to an area in Manchuria previously 
controlled by Imperial Japan, and is presently the Yanbian Korean autonomous region in 
China. This region still housed a sizable population of ethnic Koreans and was thus 
considered by some Korean nationalists to be part of the larger ethnic Korean nation.  
 
Nationalist groups and political parties in South Korea disputed PRC jurisdiction 
over this area by arguing that the Kando region was rightful “Korean” territory, but was 
illegally transferred to China by Imperial Japan in 1909 with the signing of the Kando 
Convention (or Jiandao treaty), where Japan acknowledged Chinese sovereignty over 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





“Dongbei gongcheng jianjie ”, <http://chinaborderland.cass.cn/show_News.asp?id=1787>, accessed on 1 
February 2010.  
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Kando in return for economic concessions. South Korean nationalists and scholars 
argued that Korea was stripped of diplomatic rights as a Japanese protectorate at the 
signing of the Kando Convention and thus had no power to protest or override this 
“illegal” transfer of territory from Korea to China. And with the 1905 Eulsa treaty, which 
deprived Korea of its sovereignty and transformed it into a Japanese colony, recognized 
as null and void after Japan’s surrender in 1945, the Kando convention should also be 
considered void and Kando should be returned to Korea after Japan’s surrender. 
 
These groups had however, conveniently ignored the fact that Korean migration 
to the region was a fairly recent occurrence. The Qing government had closed this region 
to Han Chinese migration since the seventeenth century as they wanted to keep the 
sacred homeland of the Manchus untainted. This territory was only opened to settlement 
in the 1870s, and it was the Koreans who first settled in the region to escape the famine 
in the northern provinces. When the Japanese invaded and occupied the Kando region in 
1907, there was already a sizeable Korean community in the region. Park Hyun-ok has 
pointed out that “while the Jiandao Treaty set a definite territorial boundary between 
China and Korea, it was anything but a clear resolution on the sovereignty over the 
region” as the Koreans in Kando were allowed to remain to farm and own property 
without being naturalized as Qing citizens.45 Japan could thus use this ambiguity later to 
claim sovereignty over the majority of the Korean inhabitants when Korea became a 
Japanese protectorate in 1910 and expand its rule in Manchuria. This inherent ambiguity 
in the Kando Convention also created a space for South Korean nationalists today to 
dispute Chinese control over the region, asserting that Kando was “closely tied to Korea, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45  Park Hyun Ok, "Korean Manchuria: The Racial Politics of Territorial Osmosis," The South Atlantic 
Quarterly 99, no. 1 (Winter 2000): 193-215, p.208. 
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in lineage and in history, and that it belongs to Korea”46 even though Korean migration 
to that region only began in the late nineteenth century.  
 
The nationalistic fixation on Koguryo and Kando cannot be separated from 
South Korea’s romantic vision of Manchuria that emerged prominently in Korea in the 
late 1890s and early 1900s. While Koguryo substantiated Korea’s historical claims on 
Manchuria, the Korean population in Kando further reaffirmed the link between 
Manchuria and the Korean nation. Weak and unable to fend off the imperialist 
encroachments of Japan, Qing China and other European powers in the late nineteenth 
century, Korean nationalists reminisced about a glorious past when they were a strong 
and independent nation and possessed lands that extended far to the north in Manchuria. 
Nationalists such as Sin Chae-ho asserted that only Koguryo should be “held as an 
exemplar” because unlike the other “slavish” dynasties that pandered to China, “it 
alone…had stood steadfast as an independent country and, most significantly, possessed and 
defended the lands of Manchuria” (my emphasis).47 Nationalist newspapers in the early 
twentieth-century Korea, such as the Hwangsong sinmun and TaeHan maeil, also argued that 
possession of the lands of Manchuria was the key element that made ancient Korea 
strong and independent, and likewise, the “loss” of Manchuria after the fall of Koguryo 
weakened the minjok (“nation”).48 Hence, Korea should seek to recover Manchuria as the 
territory belonged rightfully to the minjok, who occupied it since the time of Tangun, 
Korea’s mythical progenitor. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
46Northeast Asian History Foundation, “Gando Issues”, 
<http://english.historyfoundation.or.kr/?sub_num=27>, accessed on 19 December  2009.  
47 Sin Chae-ho, “Speaking to a Child About History”, Northwest Educational Monthly (1907) quoted in Andre 
Schmid, Korea Between Empires, 1895-1919 (New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), p.228. 
48 Schmid, Korea Between Empires, p.227. 
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With travel restrictions lifted between China and South Korea in 1989, books on 
Manchuria proliferated in South Korea in the 1990s as academic interest in the region 
was revived when South Koreans were finally able to visit Manchuria after the region was 
sealed off for half a century. Some of these books, such as Ahn Che-on’s national 
bestseller Manchuria is Our Land [manju neun uri ttang, 만주는 우리땅] (1993), openly 
asserted Korean “ownership” over Manchuria. What was more disturbing for the 
Chinese government was that similar ideas were also alarmingly, iterated by the South 
Korean military itself. In 1991, South Korean army general Yu Chong-gap published a 
book titled On the Northern Territories [bokbang yongtoron: saeroun sidae chongsin, tamul chongsin, 
北方領土論: 새로운시대정신, 多勿精神]. This book provided several strategies on 
how South Korea could one day regain Manchuria, their “lost ancestral land”.49 Such 
strategies within military circles itself would naturally be regarded as preparation for a 
territorial claim on Kando in the future, thus posing a major threat to China’s 
territoriality on its northeast frontier. 
 
The ensuing contestation over historical ownership over Koguryo could also be 
explained as a clash between Korea’s ethnic nationalism 50  and China’s “statist” 
nationalism. Koguryo held a special place in South Korean nationalistic psyche as it 
represented a rare, magnificent period for the Korean people as Koguryo had occupied 
territories that extended beyond the peninsula and more importantly, as it had fought 
and won wars against the mighty Middle Kingdom. Koguryo thus symbolized a powerful 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
49 Yu Chong-gap, On the Northern Territories [bokbang yongtoron: saeroun sidae chongsin, tamul chongsin] (Seoul: 
Bopkyung Chulbansa, 1991) quoted in Schmid, Korea Between Empires, p.274. 50	  Like its Japanese counterpart, the way the Korean nation was imagined and constructed was largely 
based on grounds of ethnicity and blood ties. In late 1800s, a new set of political vocabulary was created to 
express the western concept of “nation” in China (minzu), Japan (minzoku) and Korea (minjok). In these 
three countries, the word “nation” consists of Chinese compound characters that represent 
“people/citizen” (min, 民) and “tribe/family”(zu/zoku/jok, 族). In Japan and Korea, these characters 
represented the centrality of ethnicity as the basis of the nation and the key marker of national identity.	  
 	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	   	   	   33	  
Korean martial tradition that was later lost when subsequent dynasties decided to pander 
to China as their political and cultural overlord, and was the natural poster kingdom for 
Korean nationalistic narratives. For China, Koguryo did not register any comparable 
historical significance to its nationalistic narratives. The irredentist claims made on 
Kando by Korea however challenged China’s political claims over the northeast region, 
and posed a threat to its territorial sovereignty. And with the nature of present-day 
Chinese nationalism that was obsessed with defending the territorial integrity of China, 
any loss of land would deal a tremendous psychological blow to the nation. More 
importantly for the Chinese state, it would weaken the political legitimacy of the CCP. 
Thus, with such statist nationalism promoted in China, the Chinese state saw the need to 
claim Koguryo as “Chinese” not because Koguryo history was important in the 
construction of Chinese identity, but to circumvent any future territorial claims made by 
a reunified Korea. 
 
It was thus not surprising that the research topics marked as of high importance 
in the Northeast project dealt with the relationship between China and Koguryo and on 
issues of territorial ownership. Some of the research topics51 marked as important 
included the vassal state and tribute system in that region [fengjian shiqi fanzhu, shuguo, 
chaogong zhiduyanjiu, 封建时期藩属、属国、朝贡制度研究], territorial issues and 
border negotiations of Northeast region [dongbei bianjiang lingtu, jiewujiaoshe, bianjie tiaoyue 
wenti yanjiu, 东北边疆领土、界务交涉、边界条约问题研究], the Kando issue 
[“jiandao” wenti yanjiu, "间岛"问题研究], ancient Korean history, racial origins and 
culture [guchaoxian lishi, zuyuan, wenhua yanjiu, 古朝鲜历史、族源、文化研究]. More 
significantly, another marked research topic, “The origins of ancient Korean civilisation” 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
51 For the full list of topics, please see the Appendix.  
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[chaoxian bandao guwenming qiyuan, 朝鲜半岛古文明起源] was listed under the heading of 
“Sino-Korean historical relations” [zhonghan guanxishi yanjiu, 中朝关系史研究], which 
indicated pre-established conclusions that the origins of ancient Korean civilisation were 
linked to China.  
 
V. South Korea’s response 
If China’s aim was to disarm South Korean claims on the region with the 
Northeast project, such plans have clearly backfired as the South Korean government 
and public reacted strongly to claims that Koguryo was Chinese—an ancient polity 
established by ethnic groups in northern China, or a vassal state of China.52 The approval 
of China’s bid to register the Koguryo tumuli in Jilin as a UNESCO World Heritage Site 
in July 2004 further stirred nationalistic indignation in South Korea. Unlike the Kando 
issue where the Korean government was largely silent until 2004, the Koguryo issue 
resulted in a significant worsening in Sino-South Korean relations. Han Sukhee asserts 
that the controversy regarding Koguryo’s history in 2004 was responsible in ending the 
“honeymoon” period in Sino-South Korean diplomatic ties since normalization in 
1992.53 The South Korean government lodged a complaint with Beijing in early August 
over the China’s “distortion of the history of Koguryo”54, and Foreign Minister Ban Ki-
moon issued a strong statement in August 2004 that “The government [of South Korea] 
will firmly tackle any attempts by China to incorporate Koguryo history into the history 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
52 A common thread among published Chinese articles on Koguryo emphasized that Koguryo had 
inseverable cultural and political ties with China, and wars fought between China and Koguryo were 
separatist or civil wars and not wars between two nations. For some examples of these thematic tropes, 
please see Wei Chuncheng, “Zhongyuan, nanfang zhengquan dui gaojuli de guanxiacefeng yu gaojuli 
gaicheng gaoli shijian kao,” Shijibiankan, No. 1 (2004) , Cao Chunni, “Qianxi tangcao fadongzhengfa gaojuli 
zhanzheng de yuanyin,” Yanbian jiaoyuxueyuan xuebao lilunjie,  No. 4 (2006) and Wang Chengguo, “Lüelun 
gaojuli yu zhongyuan wangchao de guan xi,” Dongbeishidi, No.1 (2007). 
53  Han, "South Korea and a Rising China: Perception of Ambivalence and the Policy of Hedging", p. 150.  
54 Austin Ramzy, “Rewriting History”, Time, 16 August 2004, < 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,682338,00.html>, accessed on 10 March 2010. 
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of China", adding that, "The [Kando] problem is a very delicate matter involving many 
countries, including North Korea." 55 In September 2004, the Kando issue also crossed 
over from the domain of civic groups and NGOs into national politics. A resolution to 
nullify the Kando Convention was submitted to the South Korean National Assembly by 
a group of fifty-nine Members of Parliament from both the ruling and opposition 
parties.56 In 2009, ten NGOs filed a petition with the International Court of Justice to 
“seek global recognition” that Kando is a part of the Korean territory.57 
 
In response to China’s actions, a Koguryo “boom” also began in South Korea 
and more emphasis was put on the place of Koguryo in Korean historical narratives. A 
nationalistic war of words between Korean and Chinese netizens also was also fought in 
internet forums, and Koguryo became the hottest topic in the media and was featured 
prominently in television dramas58, musicals, commercials and even as a martial arts 
tradition. Activist groups in South Korea, such as the Voluntary Agency Network of 
Korea (VANK), also sprung up in 2004, launching awareness campaigns online to 
“familarise the world with the history of [Koguryo] and prevent the appropriation of its 
history by the Chinese.” 59 The South Korean government also sponsored the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
55 David Scofield, “China puts Korean spat on the map”, Asia Times Online, 19 August 2004, < 
http://www.atimes.com/atimes/Korea/FH19Dg01.html>, accessed on 10 March 2010. 
56 Donga Daily. September 4, 2004, quoted in Yonson Ahn, “The Korea-China Textbook War--What's It All 
About?”, The Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus (Online), <http://hnn.us/articles/21617.html>, accessed on 21 
January 2010.  
57 Do Je-hae, “NGOs go to International Court to reclaim Gando”, The Korean Times, 8 September 2009, 
<http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/nation/2010/04/117_51482.html>, accessed on 9 March 
2010. 
58 For example, the television drama Jumong (주몽), which was an account of the life and triumphs of the 
founder of Koguryo, had the highest ratings in South Korea in 2006, and enjoyed overwhelmingly 
popularity in Asia as well. Other high budget television productions on Koguryo were The Legend [daewang 
sashingi, 태왕사신기] (2007) on Koguryo’s nineteenth king, and The kingdom of the winds [baram ae nara, 바람
의 나라] (2008), on the third king of Koguryo. The Iron Empress [cheonchu daeho, 천추태후] (2009) was set 
in the Koryo period, but the plot revolves around the ambition to reclaim the “lost lands” of Manchuria. 
59  Leonid A. Petrov, "Restoring the Glorious Past: North Korean Juche Historiography and Goguryeo," 
The Review of Korean Studies 7, no. 3 (September 2004): 231-252, p.232. 
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establishment of the Koguryo Research Foundation in March 2004 as a response to 
China’s Northeast Project.  
 
It is constructive to do a brief comparison of China’s RCBH and the Northeast 
project with South Korea’s Koguryo Research Foundation (which later merged into the 
larger Northeast Asian History Foundation in 2006), in order to reiterate the point that 
research institutions and their research are politically driven and shaped by contemporary 
political needs. The establishment of both the Northeast project and the Koguryo 
Research Foundation were motivated by similar defensive rationales. China was aiming 
to use the research from the Northeast project to defend the territorial integrity of its 
northeast borderlands. Mainly in response to the Northeast project, the Koguryo 
Research Foundation saw itself as a defender of their nation’s glorious history that China 
was now trying to steal. Similar to the objectives of the Northeast project, the mission of 
the Northeast Asian History Foundation (NAHF) was to counter “historical 
inaccuracies” in the region, such as Japan’s spurious territorial claim over Dokdo, 
revisionist Japanese history textbooks, Japan’s denial of the Comfort Women issue, and 
of course China’s Northeast project.60 However, even though the research topic is the 
same, the interpretations of the same historical sources and the way these two 
institutions present their research was vastly different. This can be attributed to the 
difference in the nationalistic “value” China and Korea attached to Koguryo, with China 
viewing Koguryo more pragmatically as a means to an end, while Korea was ascribing a 
lot more significance to the place of Koguryo in its national identity and historical 
narratives. Also, the RCBH and NAHF were presenting their research and point of view 
to the different target audiences. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
60 Please see Northeast Asian History Foundation website, < http://www.historyfoundation.or.kr/eng>, 
accessed on 8 July 2011. 
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The discourse set forth by the Northeast project was mainly targeted to its own 
nation (and perhaps the South Korean nationalists) as its audience. The NAHF on the 
other hand, was more ambitious and targeted an international audience. 61 One 
straightforward way to judge the scope of targeted audience is to simply look at the 
number of languages the research institute translates its official website and journals into. 
Setting up and translating websites and academic journals into various languages were 
clear indications that the institute wished to disseminate their information beyond their 
own community by making their website and journals more accessible. The RCBH 
website and the research findings they published were exclusively in Chinese. 62 In 
comparison, the South Korean endeavors were more ‘outward-looking’, seeing how the 
NAHF website was made accessible in four languages: English, Korean, Mandarin and 
Japanese, suggesting that the NAHF was targeting both an international and regional 
audience. Much effort was also devoted by the NAHF to translate their published 
journals into those four languages. Moreover, while the Northeast project only funded 
research by Chinese scholars, NAHF invites and offers generous grants to foreign 
scholars who plan to conduct their research in South Korea on “territorial waters and 
territorial matters” or on “the history of the countries in Northeast Asia and their 
interactions.”63 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
61 Although the audience of CASS or RCBH research was largely limited to state officials or other 
academics, when the research focus of the Northeast project became controversial and the focus of 
regional, and even international attention after South Korean scholars contested Chinese scholars’ 
interpretation of the history of Koguryo, Chinese scholars who were not involved in the Northeast project 
also began to ride on the Koguryo wave to take advantage of popular interest. In this case, the academic 
projects of the CASS or RCBH were able to create an impact that went beyond their intended audience. 
62 Due to international interest in Tibet, the China Tibetology Research Center in contrast, has an English 
website to better represent the official stand and encourages international international collaboration in the 
publication of books regarding Tibet and academic exchange.  
63 “2010 NAHF Fellowship Program for Northeast Asian Studies” 
<http://english.historyfoundation.or.kr/main.asp?sub_num=92&pageNo=1&state=view&idx=40>, 
accessed on 1 March 2010.  
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The reason why China did not attempt to appeal to an international audience like 
South Korea could again lie in the fact that the northeast region was not as thorny as the 
Tibet issue, which garnered immense international attention. Interestingly, the Chinese 
state had deployed strategies similar to that of NAHF, in trying to gain international 
support for their stand in Tibet. For example, the China Tibetology Research Center has 
an English website, publishes journals in English and promotes international 
collaboration and academic exchanges with western scholars, which indicates the desire 
of the Chinese state to win over international opinion and disseminate a more positive 
image of China’s peaceful efforts in developing Tibet and of course, reinforce China’s 
stand that Tibet is and has always been an inalienable part of China.  
 
Although the northeast region is not as problematic as Tibet or Xinjiang, with 
the instability in North Korea and the fear of future instability on its northeastern 
borders, China engineered the Northeast project to reinforce China’s hold on the region 
through history. What the Chinese state did not expect was the extent of South Korea’s 
opposition and the diplomatic fallout the project caused. 
 
VI. Conclusion 
Research institutions often served the political purposes of the state and are 
featured prominently in China’s plan to strengthen the link between the borderlands and 
the center. Academic institutions are influential as the research they endorse is usually 
perceived as value-free and apolitical, and are thus useful for the political purposes of the 
state as the information they disseminate will appear to be more convincing to the 
public, or the target audience. In this case, RCBH’s research findings and presentation of 
Koguryo as one of China’s ancient minorities as an objective “truth” served a powerful 
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political purpose to cement China’s claims on the history, heritage and by association, the 
territory that Koguryo once occupied.   
 
Looking beyond the empirical historical debate between Chinese and Korean 
scholars on who rightfully has the right to speak for Koguryo, a thorough examination of 
the institutions behind the research related a far more intriguing story. Instead of being 
apolitical as Premier Wen Jiabao had insisted in an interview mentioned at the beginning 
of this chapter, state-sponsored academic institutions were specially created in specific 
geo-political contexts so as to meet contemporary political needs. As Michel Foucault 
has famously argued, “power produces knowledge (and not simply by encouraging it 
because it serves power or by applying it because it is useful); that power and knowledge 
directly imply one another; that there is no power relation without the correlative 
constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and 
constitute at the same time power relations” 64 Indeed, knowledge (such as academic 
research) and the institutions which produce such knowledge have a powerful political 
and strategic function as it shares an interdependent and intimate relationship with 
power (the state). Thus, knowledge is created by power, and in turns sustains and 
reinforces power. In creating a new version of history with the Northeast project, China 
reinforces its political control over the region.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
64  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison (London: Allen Lane, 1977), p.27. 
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Chapter 2. Heritage endorsement 




Beyond the scholarly tussle between China and South Korea over the history and 
identity of the Koguryo kingdom, the contestation over the remaining physical heritage 
of Koguryo was also an important dimension in the Koguryo debate. The significance of 
the heritage angle in the Koguryo debate is evident as we examine the circumstances in 
which the Koguryo debate became a greatly publicized issue that gained international 
coverage. Even though China launched the Northeast project in 2002, it took two years 
before unprecedented attention in South Korea was turned to the Koguryo issue. The 
heated public debate over the ownership over Koguryo heritage largely arose after 
China’s successful bid in 2004 to register Koguryo sites in northeast China as a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site.  
 
Even though North Korea’s Koguryo heritage sites were also inscribed on the 
World Heritage List at the same time, it was China’s success that gained widespread 
coverage in Korean newspapers and online discussion forums. South Koreans argued 
that China had no right to register the Koguryo sites in Jilin and Liaoning, which were 
perceived as part of “Korean” heritage regardless of where these sites were situated.	  The 
Northeast Asian History Foundation, for example, argued that with the registration of 
the Koguryo sites within China’s current boundaries on UNESCO World Heritage List, 
Koguryo sites and monuments were being wrongly perceived as “Chinese” or 
“properties of China” and it was imperative that Korea correct this erroneous 
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perception.65 China’s UNESCO bid was also seen as an extension of the Northeast 
project in appropriating Koguryo history and heritage from the Korean nation “by 
reflecting [China’s historical assertions] on the information of cultural properties that are 
popular to the tourists.”66  
 
Cultural heritage is a useful political tool in shaping a homogeneous national 
identity and in instilling a sense of national pride among its citizens. By crafting and 
emphasizing a certain heritage trajectory, the state could also enhance the political 
legitimacy of the ruling regime. In this chapter, we will examine the history of Koguryo 
heritage, more specifically when it first became perceived as culturally (and politically) 
significant. Notably, it was the Japanese, not the Chinese or Koreans, who first saw the 
value of Koguryo heritage. From Japan’s study of Koguryo heritage in the early twentieth 
century to recent studies by the PRC, North and South Korea, different interpretations 
of heritage emerged because they were clearly shaped by diverging political agendas.  
 
The political aims of individual nation-states in seeking UNESCO designations 
also contradicted UNESCO’s overarching aim, which was to transcend national 
differences by establishing a “world heritage” that overcomes traditional barriers such 
territorial boundaries and national ownership. This chapter will also analyze the reasons 
why UNESCO was unable to achieve its aim through the lens of the Koguryo 
controversy.  
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
65 Northeast Asian History Foundation, “Issues: China’s Intent behind Hosting the World Cultural and 
Natural Heritage Expo in Shenyang”, 
<http://english.historyfoundation.or.kr/main.asp?sub_num=93&pageNo=5&state=view&idx=225>, 
accessed on 1 July 2011. 
66 Ibid.	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II. A History of Koguryo Heritage 
After the fall of Koguryo in 668 CE, its history was largely forgotten and its 
heritage neglected. It was Japan who first took interest, conducting excavations and in-
depth studies of Koguryo heritage in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. 
Japanese scholars’ first contact with Koguryo heritage was with the Gwanggaeto stele (or 
haotaiwang bei, 好太王碑 in Chinese), which is currently located in Jilin, China. The 
Gwanggaeto stele was commissioned by King Jangsu in the fifth century to 
commemorate the achievements and military conquests of his father, King Gwanggaeto 
(375-415 CE). Lost for centuries, this stele was rediscovered in the early 1880s by a Qing 
official, who hired labourers to unearth the monument when it became partially exposed. 
A few years later, a Japanese military officer named Sakawa Kageaki managed to obtain 
complete ink rubbings of the stele and brought it back to Japan in the mid-1880s, where 
scholars, such as Yokoi Tadanao, Kan Masatomo and Naka Michiyo, were the first to 
study the meaning of the ancient Chinese characters on the stele and published their 
findings in the 1890s.67  
 
According to Hyung-il Pai, the study of Korea “became inextricably tied to 
Japan’s “imperial” origins” after the discovery of the Gwanggaeto stele.68 Predating the 
eighth-century Nihon Shoki (or Chronicles of Japan) by almost four centuries, the stele 
became regarded by Japanese scholars and imperialists as the earliest monument 
“commemorating Japanese colonization on the continent 1,500 years earlier.”69 The 
discovery of the stele was also deemed to “corroborate” with the account in the Nihon 
Shoki. The account in the Nihon Shoki asserted that Empress Jingu had launched a 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
67 Pankaj N. Mohan, "Rescuing a Stone from Nationalism: A Fresh Perspective on the King Kwanggaet'o 
Stele of Koguryo," Journal of Inner and East Asian Studies 1 (2004): 90-115, p.93. 
68 Hyung-il Pai, Constructing “Korean” Origins: A Critical Review of Archaeology, Historiography, and Racial Myth in 
Korean State-Formation Theories (Cambridge: Harvard University Asia Center, 2000), p.26. 
69 Ibid., p.27. 
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successful invasion of the Korean peninsula, and that the kingdom of Kaya (or Mimana 
in Japanese) located in the southern part of the Korean peninsula, was a military outpost 
of Yamato Japan.70 Japanese scholars specifically focused on an incomplete passage on 
the stele, known as the Sinmyo passage. Japanese scholars translated this passage to mean 
that Paekche and Silla were tribute-paying subjects of Koguryo but in the year Sinmyo 
(391 CE), “the Wa [Japan] sailed across the sea and defeated Paekche … Silla, making 
them their subjects.”71 Thus, in the eyes of Japanese scholars and politicians enthusiastic 
about expanding Meiji Japan’s imperialistic project, this steele was regarded as irrefutable 
evidence of Japan’s success as a colonial power back in ancient history and served to 
back the arguments of those who advocated territorial expansion into Korea. 
 
The Japanese also pioneered the excavations of Koguryo fortresses and tombs 
and had extensively studied and documented the unearthed Koguryo remains. These 
excavations and studies were closely linked to Japan’s imperial project in Korea and 
Manchuria. As Pai has pointed out, it was the building of the South Manchurian Railway 
(SMR) that provided the “impetus behind archaeological surveys, excavations, and 
ethnographic research into remote regions of northern Korea, Manchuria, and northern 
China.” 72  The SMR Research Division (Mantetsu	   chōsabu) also commissioned 
archaeologists to survey and map the existing Koguryo ruins in northeast China, with the 
stated aim of the research division to “facilitate the actual administration of Korea and 
Manchuria…through academic research.”73 At first glance, it seemed highly unusual for a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 Richard W. Anderson, “ Jingū	  Kōgō "Ema" in Southwestern Japan: Reflections and Anticipations of the 
"Seikanron" Debate in the Late Tokugawa and Early Meiji Period," Asian Folklore Studies 61, no. 2 (2002): 
247-270, p. 252. 
71 The controversial sentence in the incomplete passage reads, “而 倭 以 辛 卯 年 來 渡 海 破 百 
殘 X X [X斤 (新)] 羅 以 爲 臣 民”. Mohan, "Rescuing a Stone from Nationalism: A Fresh 
Perspective on the King Kwanggaet'o Stele of Koguryo", p.94 (footnote 3).	  
72 Pai, Constructing “Korean” Origins, p.24. 
73 William Wayne Farris, Sacred Texts and Buried Treasures (Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press, 1998), 
p.61. and Pai, Constructing “Korean” Origins, p.24. 
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railway company to set up a research institute that concentrated on archaeology and 
history. However, as the aim of the division has clearly indicated, this research was meant 
to serve political aims of the state that founded and owned the railway company. Some 
historians have described Japan’s incursion into Manchuria as “conquest by railway” 
which illustrates the significant role of the company in Japan’s imperial project. 74  
 
Such research endeavors thus developed alongside with Japanese territorial 
expansion in continental Asia, beginning shortly after the Sino-Japanese war broke out in 
1894 and with the first excavation of a Koguryo fortress in present-day Ji’an taking place 
almost immediately after the Russo-Japanese war in 1905.75 The construction of these rail 
routes and the study of the historical links between ancient Korea and Japan were 
complementary in their common aim to better extend Japanese influence over 
Manchuria. As Sarah Nelson has pointed out, these excavations were “necessary to 
justify the takeover of Korea.”76  
 
By linking ancient Korea to Japan through archaeological findings such as the 
Gwanggaeto stele, the Japanese state could thus assert that the Japanese and Korean had 
the same ancestral origins and it was natural that Korea became part of the Japanese 
empire.77 Shiratori Kurakichi, a prominent scholar who specialized in ancient Korean 
legends, even called for the relocation of the Gwanggaeto stele to Japan in 1908.78 After 
Japan officially annexed Korea in 1910, Japanese archaeologists and scholars became 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
74 For more information, please see Yoshihisa Tak Matsusaka, "Japan's South Manchuria Railway Company 
in Northeast China, 1906-34," in Manchurian Railways and the Opening of China: An International History, ed. 
Bruce A. Elleman and Stephen Kotkin, 37-58 (New York: M.E. Sharpe, 2010). 
75 Pai, Constructing “Korean” Origins, pp.24 and 27. 
76 Sarah M. Nelson, "Archaeology in Two Koreas," in Archaeology of Asia, ed. Miriam T. Stark, 37-54 
(Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), p.41. 
77 This theory was known as the Nissen	  dōsoron [日鮮同祖論]. 
78 The imperial army also aided in the planning, but the relocation of the stele was never carried out. Please 
see Farris, Sacred Texts and Buried Treasures, p.61. 
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more zealous in excavating and studying Koguryo heritage. Most of the existing tombs 
presently located in North Korea, such as the Ryonggang Great tomb, Twin Column 
tomb, Honam-ri Sasin (“Four deities”) tomb and Jinpha-ri group of tombs, were 
discovered by the Japanese during the colonial period (1910-1945).79 Not surprisingly, it 
was also the Japanese who first sought to conserve Koguryo heritage. For example, the 
Committee on the study of Korean antiquities (chosēn	  koseki	  kenkyūkai) petitioned the 
SMR Company for special permission in 1938 to conduct research on the Koguryo burial 
mounts and it was through their preservation efforts that saved these sites from being 
destroyed by urban development.80  
  
After Japan’s surrender in 1945, the ensuring Korean war (1950-1953) and national 
division meant that South Korea lost all access to Koguryo heritage as the remnants of 
Koguryo heritage were all located in the north of the Korean peninsula and northeast 
China. While studies on Koguryo heritage were conducted periodically in China and 
North Korea, no large-scale efforts to conserve these sites were carried out until the late 
1990s. 
 
III. UNESCO: bringing Koguryo heritage to the international stage 
The year 2000 marked the start of North Korea’s preparation to register its Koguryo 
sites on the UNESCO World Heritage List. North Korea’s determination to register its 
sites was reflected in its rare initiative and enthusiasm in inviting UNESCO repeatedly to 
inspect the state of conservation in its Koguryo tombs, with the first invitation extended 
in 1991. The UNESCO mission led by Hirayama Ikuo was invited to report the actual 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
79 North Korea State Party, “Nomination of the Complex of the Koguryo Tombs located in the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea for Inclusion in the World Heritage List”, submitted on 25 
January 2002. Accessed from <http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1091/documents/>, pp.63-64.	  
80 Pai, Constructing “Korean” Origins, p.28. 
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conditions of the tombs in October 1997, April 1999 and February 2000.81 North Korea 
also demonstrated its concern and support for heritage conservation when it held the 
“National Seminar for the Protection of Cultural and Natural Heritage” in Pyongyang in 
October 1999 and invited UNESCO representatives to attend. These representatives 
were also invited to report the state of its tombs.82 In August 2000, the Director-General 
of UNESCO, Matsuura Koichiro was invited to participate in the inauguration ceremony 
of a photo exhibition on Koguryo tombs and was guided on a tour around important 
Koguryo tombs in North Korea. In the same month, a UNESCO mission led by Minja 
Yang, the regional director of UNESCO World Heritage Center also visited major tombs 
and was informed of the present state of the sites. 
 
It is interesting to note that the aforementioned UNESCO representatives were 
mostly Japanese, with Minja Yang being an ethnic Korean born in Japan. While this 
could be dismissed as mere coincidence, it was not surprising that North Korea chose to 
court Japanese UNESCO personnel during that period, seeing that North Korea’s 
diplomatic relations with Japan was generally positive, with Japan extending generous aid 
and North Korea receptive to bilateral talks. North Korea turned to Japan in 1990 for 
economic aid and later, cultural aid because Japan “offered the most likely [and] the only 
possible source of economic assistance.” 83 There was a high possibility that Japan would 
support North Korea’s venture as Japan was known to be generous in supporting 
cultural ventures overseas. Moreover, Japan had a keen interest in Koguryo history and 
in the study of Koguryo heritage. It was also an opportune time to seek Japanese support 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 North Korea State Party, “Nomination of the Complex of the Koguryo Tombs located in the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea for Inclusion in the World Heritage List”, p.91.	  
82 Ibid.	  
83 The traditional allies of North Korea, Soviet Union and China were facing economic difficulties 
themselves and cold war tensions with South Korea and the United States were still high. At that time 
however, Japan was still in the midst of its post-war economic boom. Please see Brian Bridges, Japan and 
Korea in the 1990s: From Antagonism to Adjustment (Vermont: Edgar Elgar Publishing , 1993), p.144. 
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in its bid to register Koguryo sites, seeing that the Director-General was from Japan. 
North Korea’s attempt to reach out to Japan and UNESCO proved successful as 
Director-General Matsuura Koichiro pledged his support for the registration of Koguryo 
tombs as a World Heritage site after his visit to North Korea in August 2000, and 
prominent individuals such as Hisamitsu Tani, the executive director of the privately-
funded Foundation for Cultural Heritage, Hirayama Ikuo, famous Nihonga painter and 
goodwill ambassador to UNESCO, and the Koguri-kai (“Koguryo party”) set up by 
Japanese scholars, also indicated their willingness to aid North Korea in their efforts to 
submit a nomination of the Koguryo sites to UNESCO. 
 
North Korea submitted a nomination bid to the UNESCO World Heritage 
Committee (WHC) in January 2002, mere months before China launched its Northeast 
Project in March of the same year. In December of that year, China submitted its 
nomination bid for its Koguryo sites. North Korea justified its nomination of the 
Koguryo tombs in Pyongyang and Nampho by pointing out that out of the ten thousand 
Koguryo tombs located in China and Korea, only ninety of these tombs had their 
interiors decorated with mural paintings and half were located in Pyongyang and the 
central and western regions of Korea.84 Built for the aristocratic and royal families of 
Koguryo, North Korea argued that these decorated tombs are “of outstanding value in 
identifying the contemporary funeral customs unique to Koguryo” and the techniques 
used in the mural paintings “laid the foundation for the later development of Korean 
painting.”85 Also, the dearth of written records from the Koguryo kingdom made these 
mural depictions more precious and valuable as they “[revealed] the culture and art, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84 North Korea State Party, “Nomination of the Complex of the Koguryo Tombs located in the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea for Inclusion in the World Heritage List”.	  
85 Ibid., pp.21 and 25. 	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architecture and religious beliefs of the Koguryo kingdom during [that] time” and 
“represent a important aspect of the cultural heritage of the Northeast Asian sphere.”86 
 
The WHC did not approve North Korea’s bid initially. The decision taken by the 
WHC in July 2003 was to “defer” North Korea’s nomination in order to “allow the State 
Party time to re-evaluate its selection of tombs, in the light of issues of authenticity and 
state of conservation highlighted in the International Council on Monuments and Sites 
(ICOMOS) evaluation.” 87  ICOMOS raised several authenticity issues with the 
Mausoleum of King Tongmyong, certain gravestones at the Jinpha-ri tomb and the 
entrance to Tokhung-ri tomb during its inspection in July 2002, noting that recent 
constructed elements were added to these sites. ICOMOS also recommended that North 
Korea allow a second evaluation mission “since its expert was unable to visit the interior 
of all nominated tombs” and it would not be able to recommend inscription for tombs 
that are not inspected.88 In addition, the WHC suggested that China and North Korea 
should consider a “joint transboundary serial nomination of Koguryo tombs” to provide 
comparative study of the same culture.89  
 
In addition to nominating forty Koguryo tombs, China also nominated three sites 
as Capital Cities of Koguryo—Wunü Mountain City, Guonei City and Wandu Mountain 
City. China’s nomination bid echoed most, if not all of the narrative tropes iterated by 
the Northeast project. For example, the opening statement in the nomination bid 
justifying the cultural significance of the sites states that “[as] one of the ethnic groups and 
local powers with the most distinctive characteristics and influence in ancient Northeast 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 North Korea State Party, “Nomination of the Complex of the Koguryo Tombs located in the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea for Inclusion in the World Heritage List”, p. 25. 	  
87 World Heritage Committee, “UNESCO Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural 
and Natural Heritage 27th Session” (WHC-03/27.COM/8C) (Paris, 2003), p.17.  
88 Ibid., p.16. 
89 Ibid., p. 17. 
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China, Koguryo once created a splendid history” (my emphasis). 90  The people of 
Koguryo was also referred to as “China’s minority nationality…in Northeast China”, and 
“one of the ancient ethnic groups in Northeast China” who was “governed” by the 
various Chinese dynasties.91 South Korea only entered the picture when China submitted 
its bid, with its newspapers drawing attention to China’s “inaccurate” portrayal of 
Koguryo history and putting their support strongly behind North Korea’s bid. 
 
Aware of the political sensitivity regarding the historical ownership of Koguryo, 
the WHC was careful to not take sides in the matter. The decision to approve both 
nominations at the same time in July 2004 was also most likely engineered to avoid 
creating more political tension. Correspondingly, the description of Koguryo’s history on 
the UNESCO World Heritage website scrupulously avoided describing Koguryo as 
“Chinese” or “Korean”, simply stating that the tombs “belong to the Koguryo culture, 
named after the dynasty that ruled over parts of northern China and the northern half of 
the Korean Peninsula from 277 BC92 to AD 668.”93  
 
It was also interesting to note that China’s attempt in the twentieth-first century 
to manipulate Koguryo history and heritage to tie the history of borderland region tighter 
to China was a direct mirror of the way imperial Japan made use of archaeology to 
reinforce historical ties between ancient Japan and Korea so as to legitimize its colonial 
policies in Korea. In both cases, the ability to wield control over heritage and the power 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
90 The State Administration of Cultural Heritage of the People’s Republic of China, “World Heritage 
Scanned Nomination: Capital Cities and Tombs of the Ancient Koguryo Kingdom”, submitted on 22 
January 2003, accessed from <http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/1135/documents/>, p.10. 
91 Ibid., pp.10, 24-25.  
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to shape heritage were instrumental in justifying political control over territory and in 
reinforcing a version of a narrative which they hoped to disseminate at home and abroad. 
As mentioned earlier, the study of Koguryo heritage by Japanese scholars in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century was used to support and justify the imperial 
project. These scholars used their interpretations of the Gwanggaeto Stele to ‘prove’ that 
Japan was once a colonial power back in ancient times. Historical comparisons from the 
unearthed artefacts also “proved” that the Koreans and Japanese shared the same lineage 
since ancient times. For China, registering Koguryo sites on the UNESCO World 
Heritage List was a way for them to assert political ownership over the heritage and with 
them reinforce ownership over its northeastern territory. With UNESCO’s 
“endorsement” of China’s political claims by approving China’s nomination, Koguryo 
heritage would be recognized internationally as part of world heritage under China. To 
better understand how heritage designations can be used as political endorsements, we 
need to first examine UNESCO and its World Heritage programme.  
 
IV. UNESCO World Heritage Programme  
The United Nations (UN) and its cultural arm, the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO), alongside other supranational and 
intergovernmental organisations such as the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund, were founded in 1945 by leading Western nations. These nations, which included 
the United States, Britain and France, were disillusioned with ultra-nationalism where 
nations competed to glorify their respective culture and heritage and justified war and 
genocide in the name of perceived racial and cultural differences. The opening statement 
of the UNESCO Constitution, which has remained the same since 1945 despite 
numerous amendments, declared that,  
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[Since] wars begin in the minds of men, it is in the minds of men that the 
defences of peace must be constructed, [and] that ignorance of each other’s ways 
and lives has been a common cause, throughout the history of mankind, of that 
suspicion and mistrust between the peoples of the world through which their 
differences have all too often broken into war.94 
 
UNESCO has rightly pointed out that cultural diversity is often the cause of conflict or 
the excuse for it, as we usually tend to react with antagonism to cultures and peoples that 
are foreign to us instead of seeking to understand and accommodate them. Thus, other 
than setting international standards for heritage identification, preservation and 
management, one of UNESCO’s stated aims in its constitution was to educate people on 
“the wide diffusion of culture” in the world and promote “a truer and more perfect 
knowledge of each [nation]” so as to dispel “ignorance and prejudice”, which was deemed 
as the main contributing factor of World War Two.95 To achieve this goal, UNESCO 
came up with various heritage programmes such as the World Heritage, Memory of the 
World and Intangible Cultural Heritage programme. And through these programmes 
which emphasize a “world” heritage that is owned by all humanity, UNESCO aimed to 
rework the international geopolitical system “by reordering individuals’ sense of place the 
world over—so that no longer do they base their identities on conflictual territorial 
distinctions predicated on narratives of possession, but on the recognition and celebration 
of diversity at the individual level.”96 
 
Launched in 1975 after the ratification of the 1972 Convention on World 
Cultural and Natural Heritage (more commonly known as the 1972 World Heritage 
Convention), the World Heritage programme was UNESCO’s first heritage designation 	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Books, 2009), p.33. 
 	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	   	   	   52	  
initiative and the first inscriptions on the World Heritage List appeared in 1978.  The 
impetus behind the drafting of this convention came from the UNESCO’s various 
campaigns since the 1950s, was to raise money to save several culturally significant 
monuments from destruction. The earliest and most notable campaign was launched by 
UNESCO Director-General Vittorino Veronese in 1959. Known as the Nubian 
campaign, the drive aimed to raise money to save ancient Egyptian monuments at Abu 
Simbel and Philae that were under threat from the rising water levels at the Nile with the 
construction of the Aswan Dam. These monuments, which were eventually designated 
UNESCO World Heritage sites in 1979, were carefully dismantled and moved to higher 
grounds where they are at present, one of the top tourist attractions in Egypt. After the 
Nubian campaign, UNESCO was also actively involved in campaigns to help restore 
monuments in Venice and Florence after the flood of the River Arno in 1966, and to 
protect monuments such as Indonesia’s Borobodur from further disintegration from the 
late 1960s. The massive international funding supporting UNESCO’s campaign to save 
the Nubian monuments and other campaigns was an indication of a widespread interest 
(although still predominantly from the West) in preserving historical sites outside of their 
own nation, which led to the adoption of the World Heritage Convention in 1972.  
 
The UNESCO World Heritage Convention declared that some cultural or 
natural heritage were of “outstanding interest and therefore needed to be preserved as 
part of the world heritage of mankind as a whole.” 97  Moreover, “in view of the 
magnitude and gravity of the new dangers threatening [these heritage], UNESCO 
strongly called for the international community to “grant collective assistance” and to 
“participate in the protection of the cultural and natural heritage of outstanding universal 
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value” so as to preserve these sites for the benefit of future generations.98 By signing this 
Convention, member-states undertake to identify the cultural, natural and mixed heritage 
sites within its boundaries according to the criterion set by the World Heritage Council, 
and implement measures to protect them, “[recognizing] that such heritage constitutes a 
world heritage for whose protection it is the duty of the international community as a 
whole to co-operate.”99 There are several stages in the process of registering a cultural 
site as a UNESCO World Heritage site; the member-state must first identify sites of 
importance to be placed on its Tentative List. From these sites the member-state can 
choose one of these sites and submit a Nomination File to be evaluated by the 
International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) or the International Union 
for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN). These bodies will then make 
their recommendation on whether these sites should be designated as World Heritage 
sites. When a site is successfully designated, UNESCO will provide technical and 
financial assistance under the World Heritage Fund for the protection and upkeep of the 
site. 
 
V. UNESCO and the political (mis)use of Heritage 
The UNESCO World Heritage Lists are arguably one of the most successful and 
well-known ventures of the UN. The heritage lists have also become one of the arenas 
where nations compete to demonstrate that their civilization was the most culturally 
advanced as UNESCO designations was a form of international cultural “accreditation” 
which further affirmed the illustrious past of the nation. The Chinese state, for example, 
is forthright about its ambition to become a “world heritage powerhouse nation” [shiyi 
daiguo, 世遺大国] and takes great pride in emphasizing that China is the third country, 	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after Italy and Spain, to have the highest number of World Heritage designations within 
its boundaries in the world.100 The use of UNESCO heritage designations to boost 
national pride was a contradiction to the fundamental aim of UNESCO, which was to 
discourage such nationalistic competitions in the first place. With the myriad of potential 
political uses embedded in heritage however, culture and heritage are often shaped by 
political considerations, especially on an international level. Indeed, the political angle is 
very much evident seeing that it was the state, and not archaeologists, museum 
professionals or conservationists, that chose which heritage sites to nominate. 
 
Before the late eighteenth and nineteenth century, heritage was largely used in 
reference to personal inheritance. It was with the rise of geo-political system of nation-
states and nationalism, that states began to construct a representation of the past 
identified as ‘national heritage’ so as to create and consolidate a sense of commonality in 
culture and historical experience among the populace. It was thus no coincidence that 
after centuries of neglect, Koguryo heritage became significant during the period when 
East Asian nations were trying to find their place in the Western political system of 
nation-states, and when its intellectuals were attempting to conceptualize their national 
identities. The late nineteenth century also witnessed a seismic shift in the regional power 
relations with the decline of the Qing Empire and the ascendency of Japan. 	  	  
In his insightful study of the cultural strategies of Korean intellectuals in identifying 
and constructing what constitute the Korean “nation”, Andre Schmid points out that 
Korean nationalists ‘discovered’ the Self by “decentering the Middle Kingdom” and by 
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realigning itself with the new global order.101 After extricating itself from the sinocentric 
world order that positioned Korea as politically and culturally subordinate to China, 
Korean nationalists took pains to recover a “pure” culture that was untainted by Chinese 
influence and Koguryo was a prime candidate. In direct contrast to the Yi Dynasty 
(1392-1910) whose “Korean-ness” was tainted with its centuries of political and cultural 
dependence on China, Koguryo represented what the nationalists wanted the Korean 
nation to be—a militaristic kingdom that occupied vast territories, including the territory 
of present-day China and more importantly, a nation with the will and ability to exert its 
independence vis-à-vis China. Thus the Gwanggaeto Stele, as one of the remaining 
heritage of Koguryo, became increasingly important for nationalists as it was one of the 
items in which the “distinctive character” of the Korean nation was articulated.102 Korean 
nationalists celebrated King Gwanggaeto’s victories, as detailed on the stele, as an 
example of how “Koreans” such as Gwanggaeto was “always able to take revenge against 
enemy countries [China], erasing the shame of previous kings and raising high the respect 
of the country within all seas.”103 	  	  
However, while Korean nationalists were upholding Koguryo heritage as evidence 
of Korea’s ancient sovereignty and independence, Japan was also using the same heritage 
to undermine the present sovereignty of Korea by using archaeological evidence in Korea 
to demonstrate Koreans and Japanese were of the same race and should thus be governed 
together. The way Japan manipulated Koguryo heritage to fit its colonial ideology was a 
clear example of how the same heritage could be easily interpreted in different ways to 
suit different political needs. Presently located in China, the stele was now used to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
101 Please see Schmid, Korea Between Empires, chapter 2. 
102 Schmid, Korea Between Empires, p.5. 
103 Anonymous, “Gwanggaeto wang ui polyon kwaji saron,” 29, quoted in Schmid, Korea Between Empires, 
p.10.  
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showcase the glorious history of one of China’s historical minority nationality, who 
worked in unity with the other ancient minorities to contribute to China’s historical 
development. Both the stele and Gwanggaeto’s tomb were successfully designated as a 
UNESCO World Heritage site under China in 2004.  	  
Similar to the way imperial Japan used heritage to justify its annexation of Korea, 
North Korea also used Koguryo heritage to legitimize its rule after the Korean War and 
national division. As pointed out by Lowenthal, the past helps to “[validate] the present 
by conveying an idea of timeless values and unbroken lineages and through restoring lost 
or subverted values.”104 The North Korean regime asserted its legitimacy as the rightful 
ruler of the Korean nation by claiming to descend from a lineage stretching back to the 
founding kings of Koguryo and even Tangun, the mythical founder and first ruler of 
Korean race. After the 1993 “discovery” of Tangun’s tomb in Pyongyang, the North 
Korean regime constructed a grand mausoleum in its place and built an imposing 
monument in its vicinity, accounting the “immortal exploits of the great leader Comrade 
Kim Il Sung and the dear leader Comrade Kim Jong Il who found our nation’s ancestral 
father and our nation’s history of 50 centuries and reconstructed the tomb of King 
Tangun as a monument to the era of the Workers party of Korea.”105 By linking the 
leaders of the regime to Tangun, the political regime in North Korea was unquestionably 
“asserting their right to considered the true, legitimate heirs to the age-old ruling lineage 
of Korea” as opposed to their counterpart in the South.106 Such claims were also 
bolstered by highlighting the tomb of the founding king of Koguryo in Pyongyang. The 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
104 David Lowenthal, The past is a foreign country (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985) and David 
Lowenthal, The heritage crusade and the spoils of history (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), quoted 
in Brian Graham, G.J. Ashworth and J.E Tunbridge, A Geography of Heritage: Power, Culture and Economy 
(London: Arnold, 2000), p.19. 
105 Beth McKillop, "Creating History: Tomb Building in the Democratic People's Republic of Korea in the 
1990s," in North Korean Culture and Society: Papers from the British Museum/BAKS Study Day 2001 and BAKS 
Study Day 2002, ed. Jane Portal and Beth Mckillop, 3-11 (London: British Museum, 2004), p.5. 
106Ibid., pp.6-7.  
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renovation of the tomb and the addition of imposing stone sculptures in front of the 
tomb served to emphasize the importance of this lineage to the North Korean regime 
and their historical narratives. By styling the state as the protector, and the nation as the 
heir of the nation’s cultural heritage, the North Korean state is thus able to enhance the 
political legitimacy of the regime in power.  
 
With the potential of heritage to bolster national pride and legitimate states’ 
policies and claims, it was no wonder that UNESCO, as the international body that deals 
with cultural heritage, had to contend with politics and historical, cultural and territorial 
contestations. In the case of Koguryo, the WHC was pressured to approve the 
nominations of certain sites even though ICOMOS recommended otherwise. As 
mentioned before, North Korea’s nomination was previously rejected on grounds of 
authenticity concerns and the inability to access the sites, but its nomination was 
eventually approved even though ICOMOS had not managed to return to North Korea 
to assess the sites that it was denied access to in 2002. The approval of North Korea’s 
nomination can largely be attributed to China’s corresponding nomination of Koguryo 
sites. As Yonson Ahn has asserted, the Koguryo nominations was probably “one of the 
most sensitive and highly politicized processes [UNESCO World Heritage Committee] 
confronted.” 107 UNESCO had to tread carefully to mediate the conflict and avoid making 
a decision that offended any of the highly nationalistic parties involved. Faced with 
political pressure from South Korea who came out strongly in support for North Korea’s 
nomination after China submitted their bid, and from China who had invested significant 
time and resources in its nomination bid and expected its bid to be successful, UNESCO 
decided to approve both North Korea and China’s nomination bids. Thus paradoxically, 
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the registration of North Korean sites was successful mainly because China decided to 
contest Korea’s exclusive ownership over Koguryo heritage.  
 
The refusal of China and North Korea to submit a “transboundary” bid was also a 
clear indication of UNESCO’s inability to transcend the geopolitical system of nation-
states, and its inability to change the way people perceive heritage as something that 
belongs to the global community and not just the nation. The underlying reason can 
largely be attributed to the way national identity and heritage was conceptualized. 
National identity was often constructed upon the foundation of perceived racial and/or 
cultural difference between the Self and the Other located beyond its territorial 
boundaries. With this, nations commonly assert that they possess a unique identity and 
culture unshared by anyone else, national heritage therefore also came to take on “zero-
sum characteristics”, where it could only be owned by one party and no one else.108 And 
as national identity and national solidarity are validated on the basis of excluding the 
Other, any assertion that two nations can share the same heritage would complicate the 
self-professed uniqueness of the nation. Thus, since Korea nationalists in the late 
nineteenth century rejected the culture of the Choson dynasty as being slavish to Chinese 
influence and sought to “distill” it so as to regain the pure Korean “essence”, both North 
and South Korea were unable to accept that they could “shared” an ancient culture with 
China, a culture that was in their opinion, exclusively Korean. 
 
It was logical that heritage sites located along the borders of two member-states, such 
as the Koguryo sites, were more likely to be contested and correspondingly, the 
UNESCO designations there tended to be more politicized as the nations often lay 
claims to the heritage as a way to assert claims over the contested territory. An example 	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similar to the Koguryo dispute, but arguably more violent in nature, can be found in the 
Thai-Cambodian contestation of the 11th Century Preah Vihear temple. Designated as a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2008 under Cambodia, this temple is located along the 
Thai-Cambodia border, in a territory claimed by both nations. Almost immediately after 
Cambodia successfully registered the temple, there was military confrontation between 
troops on both sides. Thailand was furious that Cambodia unilaterally registered the 
temple without their consent, even though the International Court of Justice affirmed in 
1962 that the territory on which the temple stood belonged to Cambodia.109 Since its 
designation as a UNESCO site in 2008, there were periodic outbreaks of violence at the 
temple site in 2009 and 2011.  	  
Contestations over heritage, as seen in the case of Koguryo heritage and the Preah 
Vihear temple, usually emerge because the fixed and immutable territorial boundaries 
between nations are a predominant factor in the shaping of national identity, historical 
narratives and heritage.	  The contestation between nations over heritage largely arose due 
to the inability or refusal to recognize and acknowledge that nations and their political 
boundaries are recent and artificial construction.110 The ‘categorization’ of history and 
culture to belong to a certain country or race should logically transcend current territorial 
demarcations as cultural diffusion took place historically across political, ethnic and 
religious boundaries, and heritage did not need to be the sole possession of one nation. 
As the various contestations over heritage have proven however, UNESCO was still 
unable to transcend the entrenched way of imagining the Self/Nation and the Other.  	  
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
109 Kevin Doyle, “Trying to Calm Cambodia-Thailand Temple Dispute”, Time, 17 October 2008. 
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110 For a thorough study of the constructed nature of the “geobody” and political boundaries in Thailand, 
please see Thongchai Winichakul, Siam Mapped: A History of the Geo-Body of a Nation (Honolulu: University 
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Moreover, UNESCO was still very much bound by the territorial boundaries it 
wished to transcend. Political and legal claims of “ownership” over tangible cultural 
heritage were still largely determined by where the heritage was physically located, as seen 
from the way UNESCO organized and presented its World Heritage List. Even though 
Di Giovine argues that registering one’s heritage sites “weakens, if not destroys” the state 
ownership over the property111, the opposite was true. In reality, UNESCO had very little 
coercive power to wield any significant control or jurisdiction over the sites, seeing that it 
did not have any military force and usually relied on rebukes to signal its disapproval. 
Even though the site was supposed to be under the collective stewardship of the world 
community, it was essentially still the property of the nation in which it was located. As 
seen in the case of China’s registration of heritage sites in northeast China, UNESCO 
designations strengthened the state ownership instead of weakening them as these 
designations served as a diplomatic endorsement of Chinese political ownership over its 
borderland territories.  
 
By asserting its ownership over the material heritage of Koguryo, China would be 
better positioned to cement its hold on its northeast region. More importantly, with 
UNESCO’s “endorsement” by approving China’s nomination, Koguryo heritage was 
now recognized internationally as part of world heritage under China. Likewise, when 
China successfully inscribed Tibetan historical site as a UNESCO World Heritage site, it 
was reinforcing its political claims to the larger international community that Tibet had 
been and was rightfully a part of China, and its heritage part of national heritage of the 
greater Chinese nation. In other words, World Heritage designations served to articulate 
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to China’s own citizens and to the broader international community about the particular 
narrative and territorial claims that the Chinese state was enforcing.112 
 
Thus, despite UNESCO’s neutral political stance and careful wording on its 
website description of Koguryo history, its approval of China’s bid was regarded as a 
diplomatic endorsement of China’s narrative that Koguryo was a minority nationality of 
ancient China. Such narrative tropes would also be replicated and publicized at China’s 
Koguryo sites, and disseminated to a growing international audience who will visit the 
UNESCO sites as tourists. It came as no surprise then that some activist groups in South 
Korea, who opposed the joint nomination of Koguryo relics and heritage, criticized the 
political neutrality of the WHC. They argued that this ambiguity left the question open as 
to who rightfully owns or inherits the Koguryo heritage.113 In other words, these groups 
were unsatisfied that the WHC did not discredit outright what they perceived as China’s 
spurious claim on Koguryo heritage. Activist groups in South Korea and overseas, such 
as the Voluntary Agency Network of Korea (VANK) which was established in 2004 
itself, wasted no time in launching awareness campaigns to “familarise the world with the 
history of Goguryeo and prevent the appropriation of its history by the Chinese.”114   
 
VI. South Korea and its claims to Koguryo 
South Korea’s place in the Koguryo controversy is highly unique. South Korea 
played a central role in the controversy with its efforts in drawing international attention 
to China’s move to steal “Korean” history and heritage and in taking pains to “correct” 
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such historical inaccuracies and to disseminate the “truth” regarding Koguryo. 115 
However, South Korea’s position in this debate was weakened by the fact that it had no 
direct access to Koguryo heritage seeing that none of Koguryo’s remaining heritage was 
located within South Korean territorial boundary. Thus, South Korea’s claims to 
Koguryo were based solely on historical, cultural and ethnic grounds. As mentioned 
earlier, South Korea had chosen to emphasize Silla instead of Koguryo in its historical 
narratives as Silla was located in the south of the peninsula, and it was successful in 
registering Silla historical sites as UNESCO World Heritage sites in 2000. After the 
thawing of North-South relations with President Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine policy in 
2000, South Korea started to present Koguryo as a common heritage of the Korean 
minjok in official narratives. Thus when China registered their Koguryo sites, South 
Korea came out strongly in favour of North Korea’s application to UNESCO to 
designate Koguryo tomb complexes, arguing that the Koguryo heritage belonged to 
North Korea and more importantly, to the Korean race as a whole.  
 
With Koguryo ceasing to exist centuries ago, it was also impossible for South 
Korea to register any “living” Korguryo traditions on the Intangible Heritage List.116 
Thus, South Korea turned to its immense cultural capital to influence opinions and link 
Koguryo to South Korea through the media. Since 1999, South Korean cultural 	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products, such as television dramas, popular music and film, have gained widespread 
popularity across East Asia and subsequently in Southeast Asia, America and even the 
Middle East. After the Koguryo Controversy made headlines in 2004, South Korea 
produced three mega-budget televised dramas—Jumong (2006) on the founder of 
Koguryo, The Legend (2007) featuring the life of King Gwanggaeto, and The Kingdom of the 
Winds (2008) depicting the third King of Koguryo. These dramas won various local 
awards and enjoyed high ratings in South Korea and in the region, including China.117 
While such historical dramatizations were mostly fiction based loosely on historical facts, 
the accuracy of the historical events did not matter as much as a gripping plot for the 
viewers around the world. More importantly however, the recreation of Koguryo culture 
and society on screen through costumes, elaborate sets and props, with the dialogue in 
Korean, constructs a powerful association that ties ancient Koguryo to present-day 
Korea for the viewers. In the dramas, there was also an underlying emphasis that Korea’s 
Koguryo ancestors embodied the quintessential Korean “spirit” of bravery and honour, 
as contrasted with the conniving Chinese, who were often portrayed as enemies greedy 
for Korean land. By association, South Koreans today had inherited from their ancient 
ancestors this indomitable ethnic “spirit” that was fiercely nationalistic and independent, 
which could be considered a form of “intangible” heritage passed down from Koguryo 
to South Korea today. The use of the media to assert Korea’s various claims on Chinese 
territory such as Mount Paektu will also be discussed in the next chapter.  
 
Another way South Korea established links between Koguryo and present-day 
Korea was to emphasize the cultural similarities between Koguryo, Silla and Paekche 	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(with the latter kingdoms located within South Korean territories), and how the 
combined cultures from these three kingdoms were passed down for generations to form 
the basis of modern Korean culture today. For example, the description of the historical 
sites of Gongju and Buyeo (ancient capitals of Paekche) placed on South Korea’s 
tentative list reads, 
 
The ancient times of Korea saw the co-existence of the three kingdoms on the 
peninsula and beyond, which include Baekje (B.C.18~A.D. 660), Silla (B.C. 57~A.D. 
935), and Goguryeo (B.C.37~A.D. 668). The three kingdoms developed unique 
cultural characteristics through the process of competing and cooperation with each 
other. Those cultural traits have been passed down to the next periods, Goryeo and 
Joseon and established as "Korean culture." The cultural characteristics from the 
Baekje kingdom, along with those from the other two ancient Korean kingdoms 
form the basis of Korean culture as we see today.118 
 
In justifying the “Outstanding Universal Value” of the sites, South Korea emphasized 
that “Gongju and Buyeo Historic Sites hold a series of evidence of the unique cultural traits 
that flourished during ancient times on the Korean peninsula. [And] Baekje developed its 
own cultural traits different from China and Japan.” (my emphasis)119 The description also 
compared these nominated sites with the Gyeongju Historic Areas and the Koguryo 
Mural Tombs, thus tying the heritage of Paekche (Gongju and Buyeo historic sites), Silla 
(Gyeongju historic areas), and Koguryo (Koguryo tomb murals) together under ancient 
Korean heritage. Thus, while emphasizing that Silla, Pakche and Koguryo shared “unique 
cultural traits” present on the Korean peninsula during that period, South Korea has also 
firmly asserted that “Korean” culture stands distinct from Chinese and Japanese culture. 
And as discussed earlier in this chapter, it was this assertion of a “pure” culture that can 
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only belong to one race or nation, and the mindset that ancient cultures are firmly 
localized within present-day territorial boundaries that often lead to contestations and 
conflicts over heritage. 
V.II Conclusion  
Through examining the genealogy of Koguryo heritage, the context when it 
became politically significant in the late nineteenth century and how this heritage was 
thrust in the limelight a century later in 2004, it was evident that the study of heritage (like 
history) was closely shaped by political developments and served to bolster the 
nationalistic project of the state or states involved. There were many striking parallels 
between the Imperial Japan’s study of Koguryo heritage in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, and China’s move to register Koguryo heritage on the UNESCO 
World Heritage List. Through the use of Koguryo heritage, both nations aimed to 
construct a cultural narrative that would legitimise its political claims on territory of 
Manchuria or present-day northeast China.  
 
During the period when Japan was manipulating its archaeological findings in 
northeast China and Korea to fit its colonial narrative, Korean nationalists were also 
developing a national identity built upon past greatness—particularly during the Koguryo 
period. The kingdom of Koguryo was emphasized by nationalists because of its untainted 
“Korean-ness” as compared to the highly sinicized culture of subsequent dynasties. After 
the Korean War, South Korea lost access to Koguryo heritage, which was largely located 
in North Korea and China. But this idea of cultural uniqueness and independence 
remained central to the cultural narrative of South Korea till today. Although South 
Korea had no tangible heritage of Koguryo located within its borders, it laid claims to 
Koguryo history and heritage by asserting through academic research and through its 
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influential media industry, that Koguryo was a “Korean” kingdom like Silla and Paekche, 
and thus belonged to the Korean people regardless of where its heritage was located.  
 
The chain of events leading to the successful registration of Koguryo heritage as 
UNESCO World Heritage sites also revealed the way UNESCO designations could be 
highly politicized. In spite of UNESCO’s aim to establish a “world heritage” that 
transcends territorial boundaries and national ownership and to discourage potentially 
damaging competition among the nation-states, UNESCO was ironically providing a 
platform for nations to boost national pride through its heritage programmes. The reason 
why UNESCO was unable to achieve its aims was mainly because it could not overcome 
the entrenched way people imagine their nation, which was through excluding the Other 
outside its territorial boundaries. These border demarcations not only divide states, they 
also categorised and confined “culture” into neat boxes that stated a clear owner. Such 
rigid mindsets problematised the issue of heritage ownership in borderland areas as such 
territories, like those once occupied by ancient Koguryo, were often historically 
controlled by many different polities over the centuries. For example, Koguryo’s territory 
was first controlled by “Korean” kingdoms such as Buyeo and Balhae, and later by 
nomadic tribes such as the Xianbei, Khitan, and Jurchen. In the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century, Russia, China, Korea and Japan were often at odds over the 
interpretations of the findings from the excavations in this region, then known as 
Manchuria, as they were guided by different political motivations.  
 
Thus, this chapter has revealed that the manipulation of Koguryo heritage had a 
long history that began in the late nineteenth century, a period when East Asian nations 
were converted to the global system of nation-states. As shown from the Koguryo case, 
interpretations over heritage are inextricably tied to the geo-political context. Where the 
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heritage was located, and within whose territorial boundaries, was the main factor in 
determining who ‘owned’ the heritage legally and politically. UNESCO, despite its lofty 
aims and status as an international organization, was not only helpless to change how 
heritage ownership was perceived, it was also bound by the territorial tyranny of the 
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Chapter 3. Tourist money and Territorial claims 
A study of South Korea’s ‘performance’ and China’s presentation at 
Changbaishan and the Koguryo sites 
 
I. Introduction 
China’s Koguryo sites are mostly located in Ji’an, a small county in Jilin bordering 
North Korea and are a popular tourist destination for South Koreans. Jilin also boasts of 
another site that is extremely popular with South Korean tourists. Known as 
Changbaishan [Mount Changbai,长白山]to the Chinese and Paektu-san [Mount Paektu, 백
두산] to the Koreans120, this mountain is also popular with Chinese tourists for its scenic 
beauty. Like the Koguryo heritage sites, Mount Paektu holds a powerful place in Korean 
nationalistic imagination. Similarly, the political ownership of the mountain is also 
divided into half between China and North Korea as the mountain stands at the Sino-
North Korean border. While North Korea is still able to lay claim to half of the 
mountain and the Koguryo sites within its boundaries, South Korea’s access to these 
symbolic sites was completely cut off after the Korean War and national division. It was 
only with the relaxation of travel restrictions in China in 1989, shortly before the 
normalization of Sino-South Korean ties in 1992, that South Koreans were allowed to 
visit the sites located on China’s side of the border. 
 
Although the influx of South Korean tourists provided a much appreciated 
source of revenue for the region, the Chinese state was wary of the strident Korean 
nationalism focused on these two sites, which often translated into territorial claims on 
Kando (presently known as the Yanbian Korean Autonomous Prefecture). This chapter 
is going to first examine the nationalistic meanings different groups in South Korea—	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
120 In this chapter, I will use both names interchangeably depending on the context.
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namely the state, the media and the tourists—associated with the Koguryo sites and 
Mount Paektu since they regained access to these sites. The way these three groups 
approach these sites has an element of ritual and ‘performance’ in which they reiterate 
the symbolism of the site and stake claims on the history, culture and for some groups, 
the territory.  
 
While the state was wary of the nationalistic sentiments directed at these sites, the 
local authorities were delighted at the influx of South Korean tourists as they provided a 
stable source of revenue for this remote town. This desire to earn tourist revenue 
affected how the local authorities in Jilin promoted, managed and narrated these two 
sites. Instead of constructing a narrative at these sites to reinforce China’s stance that 
Koguryo was “Chinese”, the presented narrative at the sites was surprisingly silent on 
this issue of ownership, considering how heated the debate over Koguryo was. Seeing 
how the Koguryo sites were not popular with domestic tourists and most visitors to the 
sites were from South Korea121, this was perhaps an astute move on the part of the local 
authorities. 
 
II. Pain and indignation: “Korean” heritage in a foreign land 
In 2008, a popular and highly-rated South Korean television program Two Days 
One Night [1박2일] had a three-episode special where the television hosts made an 
overseas trip to Mount Paektu.122 This television program introduces less-known places 
of interest in South Korea as holiday destinations, and had also previously filmed in 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
121 According to Sunny Lee, South Korean tourists made up 80 percent of the total tourists who visit Ji’an. 
Please see Sunny Lee, “S. Korea-China History Flap Remains Tinderbox “ Korea Times, 10 September 2009 
 < http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/nation/2009/09/113_51291.html>, retrieved on 12 
December 2011.	  
122 These episodes (48-50) were aired on June 29, July 6 and July 13 in 2008 on KBS2. 
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controversial locations such as Dokdo [독도] and Baengnyeong Island [백령도]. Dokdo 
is a group of islands that is currently contested by Japan, while Baengnyeong Island is a 
South Korean island off the coast of North Korea and was the site of several naval 
confrontations, with the sinking of the Cheonan, a South Korean navy vessel, being the 
most recent serious conflict.123 At the start of the trip, the hosts of the show described 
this special series as “a trip allowing them to look back on Korean history” as that they 
would be visiting places that were once Korean territory and would even be able to see 
the Koguryo sites in North Korea on the way to China. 
 The hosts traveled by ship to Dandong and on the way there, they passed by 
Amnok river (more commonly known as the Yalu river). When the hosts caught a 
glimpse of the elusive North Korea, they expressed with great emotion, their desire and 
the need for reunification. On the way to Mount Paektu, the crew made a stop at an 
ethnic Korean middle-school in Yanji where the hosts of the show sang pop songs with 
the students. More significantly, they also sang a well-known Korean folk song, Arirang 
in a potent display of racial unity. One of the host even threw out provocative questions 
at the crowd, “Are we the same race? Are we one?” to which the students enthusiastically 
replied “Yes!” To further emphasize this unity, the captions during the singing of Arirang 
also emphasized repeatedly that they are “one people” “living in different places but 
singing the same tune” and “one race” that share the “same history and culture, [and 
who] sing the same songs.”  The hosts also chose to stop at the home of a Korean 
nationalist and poet, Yun Dong-ju who was born in Yanji. They solemnly paid their 
respects to Yun who “died in a Japanese prison just before the liberation of Korea” and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
123 In May 2010, the ROK Cheonan was allegedly sunk by a North Korean torpedo near Baengnyeong 
Island, killing forty-six South Korean sailors. This incident heightened military tensions and further soured 
North-South relations as the North denied its involvement and President Lee Myung-bak drastically cut 
humanitarian aid to the North as a punitive measure. Christine Kim, “A Year after Cheonan, hard-line 
stance remains”, Korea JoongAng Daily, 18 May 2011, 
<http://joongangdaily.joins.com/article/view.asp?aid=2936350>, accessed on 25 June 2011.  
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stressed that as fellow Koreans, “they should work hard to keep his spirit alive.” One of 
the hosts took special care to emphasize that Yun’s father purchased the land with his 
own money, thus separating him from the thousands of Koreans who arrived as illegal 
squatters in the early 1870s and 1880s or those who were brought over by the Japanese 
to work in Manchuria during the early twentieth century.124  
 
Figure 3.1 Jubilant Two Days One Night hosts in front of Cheonji. 
Source: http://www.21mb.com/: accessed on 10 June 2011. 
 
The key nationalistic message was of course, to be delivered at the peak of 
Mount Paektu. At Cheonji (“heaven lake”), a crater lake located at the top of the 
mountain, the hosts symbolically poured bottled seawater from four corners of South 
Korea into the lake. The waters were collected from Dokdo to the east of South Korea, 
Udo to the South, Gageodo to the West and Baengyeong Island to the north. This ritual 
of mixing the water from South Korea into the lake was a powerful nationalistic 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
124 After Korea officially became Japan’s colony in 1910, Korea’s economy was increasingly linked to that 
of Japan and Manchuria, with Japan’s strategic plans to establish Korea as its supply base for troops in 
China. Such economic linkages between Korea and Manchuria became inextricable after Japan’s invasion 
of Manchuria in 1931, with the rapid increase of the number of Korea-based Japanese companies, Korean 
entrepreneurs and Korean labour at the Japanese plants in Manchuria. And after 1937, many Koreans were 
also conscripted to be labourers in Manchuria and by 1945, there were tens of thousands of Koreans 
working in Manchuria. Michael E. Robinson, Korea's Twentieth-Century Odyssey: A Short History (Honolulu: 
University of Hawai'i Press, 2007), pp.84-85. 
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performance. Representing the South Korean nation, the hosts had carried out a highly 
symbolic ceremony that expressed the nation’s fervent desire for reunification, in the 
hopes that “one day, Koreans can walk directly to Mount Paektu” instead of taking the 
longer journey through China. More provocatively, this ritual of pouring South Korean 
waters into the lake on the China’s side of the border was also to symbolically, stake 
political and territorial claims on the mountain. Such intentions were made blatantly clear 
as the accompanying captions on the screen while one of the hosts was pouring water 
from Dokdo openly emphasized that “Dokdo is part of Korean territory and [so is] 
Mount Paektu.”  
 
The program also played up the notion that China was repressive and unfair in 
prohibiting Koreans from expressing their nationalistic sentiments freely. They cautioned 
that “although Mount Paektu is important to the Koreans”, the Chinese government 
punishes any display of nationalism, such as the singing of the national anthem or the 
parading of the national flag.125 At the end of the episode, one of the hosts however, in a 
small, satisfying act of rebellion, stuck a small flag bearing the program’s logo on the 
ground.   
… 
 
It is of interest to describe this Two Days One Night special at length because it 
provided a clear illustration of the kind of nationalistic sentiments South Korea typically 
expresses with regards to Mount Paektu, Koguryo and the Manchuria or northeast 
region. The political division of Mount Paektu reflected South Korea’s painful 
experience of national division, and thus became a natural symbol of the desire for 
reunification. There was also a sense of injustice that Mount Paektu, Koguryo sites and 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
125 My Chinese tour guide at Changbaishan, however said that there were no such regulation.  
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the territory on which these sites stood belonged to China. As exemplified by the 
program, many South Koreans believe that these sites and territory should rightfully 
belong to Korea but was unfairly taken away from Korea in recent history. Nationalists 
argue that the whole of Mount Paektu had belonged to Korea but Kim Il-sung “gave” 
half away to China in the 1960s to ingratiate himself with Chinese leaders.126 The origins 
of the disputes over Chinese’s possession of Mount Paektu and the territory known as 
Kando (presently Yanbian Korean Autonomous Prefecture) have roots in the early 
twentieth century.  
 
The first group of Koreans to actively and publically dispute the Sino-Korean 
border demarcations were Korean farmers who settled in the Yanbian region since the 
late 1870s to escape famines in the northern Korean provinces. The Qing government 
saw these settlers as illegal immigrants and demanded that these settlers either register 
themselves as Qing subjects and pay taxes, or return to the other side of the river. The 
Korean settlers however, argued that they were still legally on Choson territory, 
capitalizing on ambiguity regarding the Chinese characters that represent the name of the 
Tumen River in the 1712 Qing-Choson boundary agreement. The contemporary 
characters for the Tumen River, which the Qing government wanted the settlers to 
retreat behind, was tumenjiang [图们江], whereas the characters carved on the boundary 
marker was also pronounced as tumenjiang but written as “土们江”. 127  The Korean 
settlers thus argued that these were two separate rivers and the boundary agreed upon 
was the latter, which was further north.  Thus, nationalist groups such as the Voluntary 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
126 During my guided tour to Changbaishan, the Chinese tour guide however, told another version of the 
story, claiming that Kim Il-sung requested for part of the mountain in the 1960s and Zhou Enlai, who did 
not know much about the mountain, generously decided to give North Korea half. Nonetheless, the 1962 
boundary treaty between China and North Korea divided the mountain in half, with roughly 60% of the 
crater lake belonging to North Korea. Please see M. Talyor Fravel, Strong borders, secure nation : cooperation and 
conflict in China's territorial disputes (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2008). 
127 Please see Schmid, Korea Between Empires, pp.206-209. 
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Agency Network of Korea (VANK) argue today that the territorial boundaries of Korea 
should be extended further north, beyond the Yalu and Tumen River. The Japanese 
however, brokered a deal with the China in the 1909 Kando Treaty, agreeing to limit 
Korea’s northern boundary to the two rivers in return for several railroad concessions 
from China.128 Thus, the indignation of losing Kando was also tied to the emotional 
history of oppression under the Japanese and like fearless nationalists such as Yun, who 
fought the Japanese five decades earlier, South Koreans are rallied to fight China’s 
“suppression” of Korean nationalism.   
 
South Korean nationalist narratives129 feature both Koguryo and Mount Paektu 
prominently as these sites are believed to embody the “spirit of the Korean people.” 130 
As mentioned in previous chapters, the history of the Koguryo kingdom was enshrined 
by both Koreas as a proud and glorious period that showcased “a tenacious spirit of 
independence” as they fought off China’s many attempts to subjugate and control 
them.131 With this independent spirit and military prowess, Koguryo was able to defend 
and control a vast expanse of land, including present-day northeast China. Especially 
after China launched the Northeast Project contesting the historical identity of Koguryo, 
South Korea became even more insistent about the importance of Koguryo in South 
Korean historical narratives. History textbooks emphasized that Koguryo was one of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
128 For an illustration of the way Korean nationalists argue that Kando is rightfully theirs, please refer to 
VANK, “Vank Video: Peace issue- Gando and Baekdusan project” 
<http://www.prkorea.com/english/e_video/evideo31.htm> accessed on 7 June 2011.  
129 The way South Korea constructs Mount Paektu and Koguryo as emblematic of the Korean spirit and 
identity has roots in late nineteenth and early twentieth century. Please see Schmid, Korea Between Empires. 
130 For North Korea, the mountain is further weaved into its revolutionary narrative as a powerful 
protector of the communist revolution. Mount Paektu was enshired as the place where Kim Il-sung 
planned and launched guerrilla warfare against the Japanese, and where Kim Jong-il was born (Soviet 
records however state that he was born in Russia), thus associating their leader’s birth directly with the 
revolutionary cause. Thus, Mount Paektu is constructed as the sacred mountain of the communist struggle 
in North Korea and serves to legitimize the North Korean dynastic succession of the Kims. Please see Pai, 
Constructing “Korean” Origins, p.59. 
131 Schmid, Korea Between Empires, p.63. 
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three “Korean” kingdoms and instruct school children on its glorious history.132 Even 
though the existing remnants of Koguryo physical heritage are currently located in China 
and North Korea, South Korea still asserts that these sites are part of the heritage of the 
Korean nation. Since “Korean-ness” is predominantly determined by blood and 
ethnicity, “Korean” heritage could thus transcend territorial boundaries. This mindset is 
illustrated in a book on Korean World Heritage sites published by the Center for 
Information on Korean Culture in South Korea, in which the Koguryo sites in North 
Korea are recognised as part of “Korean heritage”. 133 It was also revealing that no 
acknowledgement was made of the Koguryo sites in China, which indicated that the 
identification of “Korean” heritage was still restricted to the imagined territorial 
boundaries of a unified Korean nation. 
 
When asked the reason why there were so many Korean tourists in Ji’an, my taxi 
driver, a local Han Chinese, answered that many Koreans came to jizu [祭祖] (or pay 
respect to their ancestors) at the Koguryo tombs, with some South Korean tourists even 
returning to do so twice a year.134 These tourists would carry out rites of ancestral 
worship in front of the tombs of famous Koguryo kings such as King Gwanggaeto and 
his son King Jansu. Small wine cups will be arranged in a row and filled with Korean 
wine, or soju, specially brought from home, and some fruits and sometimes flowers will 
be offered as well.  While the local Han Chinese, like my taxi driver, were usually amused 
at these Korean tourists who traveled all the way to Ji’an to pay their respect to “a big old 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
132 Please see The Association of Korean History Teachers, Korea through the Ages: Vol. 1 Ancient (Seoul: The 
Academy of Korean Studies, 2005). 
133 Please see The Center for Information on Korean Culture, Exploring Korean History through World Heritage 
(Seoul: The Academy of Korean Studies, 2005). 
134 Interview with Mr. Lee, 14 May 2011.  
 	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	   	   	   76	  
stone”135, the performance of this ritual had powerful implications. This ritual clearly 
illustrated how powerful the perceived link between ancient Koguryo and the current 
Korean nation was, as it was the common folk, who make their way to China to conduct 
ancestor worship. By performing this ritual, the South Korean tourist was reaffirming his 
lineage as a descendent of Koguryo kings and by association, the heir of Koguryo 
history, heritage and culture.   
 
As compared to Koguryo, Mount Paektu arguably holds a more sacred place in 
Korean nationalistic imagination. As the most sacred mountain in Korean geomancy, 
Mount Paektu was supposedly the place where Korea’s legendary founder, Tangun was 
born and thus symbolized the “spiritual homeland for all Koreans.”136 South Korea even 
commemorate this mythical beginning with a national holiday on 3rd October, known as 
Gaecheonjeol or “National Foundation Day”, illustrating the importance South Korea 
accords to this founding myth in its national narrative.137 To further illustrate this point, 
Mount Paektu is also mentioned in the very first line of South Korea’s national anthem, 	  
 
Until that day when the waters of the Eastern Sea run dry and Mount 
Paektu is worn away, God protect and preserve our nation.138 
 
As reflected in the national anthem and in the Two Days One Night special, the “geo-
body” of the (unified) Korean nation is also often imagined to extend from Mount 
Paektu in the north to Mouth Halla on Jeju Island in the south. Thus, Mount Paektu, 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
135 For an interesting insight on the divergent views held by the local Chinese and the South Korean 
tourists on the significance of the Gwanggaeto steele, please see Sunny Lee, “S. Korea-China History Flap 
Remains Tinderbox “ Korea Times, 10 September 2009 
 < http://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/news/nation/2009/09/113_51291.html>, retrieved on 12 
December 2011. 	  
136 Pai, Constructing “Korean” Origins, p.59. 
137 This holiday was made official in 1909.  
138 The original lyrics are “동해 물과 백두산이 마르고 닳도록 
하느님이 보우하사 우리나라 만세”. Mount Paektu is also mentioned in the North Korean national 
anthem. 
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which is out of South Korean territory due to national division, is often held as a symbol 
of the yearning for eventual reunification. Many paintings and photographs of Mount 
Paektu are hung in classrooms, restaurants and government buildings, indicating the 
extent to which the mountain stands as “a source of nostalgia and desire for unity” while 
at the same time, representing the shared bonds with North Korea despite division.139 
For instance, when North and South Korea were experiencing warmer diplomatic ties, 
South Korea executed a highly symbolic opening ceremony for the 2002 Busan Asian 
games where torches were lighted at the same time on both Mount Paektu and Mount 
Halla. The flames from the two torches were later “re-united” at a South Korean village 
bordering the de-militarised zone. 140 Such a symbolic performance illustrated the strong 
national conviction from both sides of the 38th parallel that North and South Koreans 
are han nara, han minjok (“one nation, one people”) and reiterated South Korea’s desire 
for national reconciliation. North Korea’s side of the mountain was also symbolically 
chosen as the location for high-level, inter-Korean dialogue in 2005.141  
 
This han nara, han minjok rationalization was also applied to the ethnic Koreans in 
China, exemplified by the public demonstration of racial unity in the Two Days One Night 
special. The presence of a sizable ethnic Korean community in China is often used to 
back up claims that Yanbian is part of the larger Korean nation and is “closely tied to 
Korea, in lineage and in history, and that it belongs to Korea.”142 For example, VANK, 
an voluntary organisation which styles itself as a “cyber diplomat” to correct inaccurate 
information about Korea, boldly asserts that, 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
139 Schmid, Korea Between Empires, p.276. 
140 Don Kirk, “2 Koreas plan family reunion site” New York Times, 9 September 2002 
<http://www.nytimes.com/2002/09/09/news/09iht-
a5_6.html?scp=21&sq=busan%20asian%20games%202002&st=cse>retrieved on 6 June 2011. 
141 Lee Joo-hee, “Mt. Baekdu rises as reconciliation symbol” The Korea Herald, 1 July 2005.  
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The Koreans controlled [Northeast China] across the [Tumen] and the 
Amnokgang River for several thousand years and this de-facto rule still 
exists today due to the Korean minorities (Joseon jok or Chaoxian zu) 
living in the area today.143 
Public claims that Mount Paektu should belong to “Korea” inevitably led to diplomatic 
tensions between South Korea and China.  
 
One such incident was widely reported as it took place during the 2007 Asian 
Winter Games held in Changchun, where there were many journalists from different 
countries present. During an award ceremony, the Korean female skating team in 
Changchun shocked everyone in attendance by holding up hand-written signs that read 
“Mount Paektu is our territory!” (see figure 3.2) Furious, the Chinese authorities fiercely 
denounced such antics as a "politically-motivated banner that undermines China's 
territorial sovereignty."144 In response, the head of the Korea Olympic Committee replied 
that the incident was “unplanned and held no political meaning” and the national team 
promptly apologized for their inappropriate actions.145 Some nationalist groups in Korea 
were outraged that China demanded an apology when the girls were simply stating the 
truth, and were more incensed that the committee had humiliated the nation by offering 
one. In response, the conservative party publicly declared that Mount Paektu rightfully 
belonged to Korea and condemned the offered apology as “ridiculous”.146  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
143 VANK, “Vank Video: Peace issue- Gando and Baekdusan project” 
<http://www.prkorea.com/english/e_video/evideo31.htm> accessed on 7 June 2011.  
144 “China Upset with ‘Baekdu Mountain’ Skaters”, Choson Ilbo, 2 February 2007, quoted in Yonson Ahn, 
"China and the Two Koreas Clash Over Mount Paekdu/Changbai: Memory Wars Threaten Regional 
Accommodation," The Asia-Pacific Journal: Japan Focus (Online), July 2007, < http://www.japanfocus.org/-
yonson-ahn/2483 >Accessed on 7 June 2011. 
145 Seoul Cautious over Rift with China”, The Korea Times, 2 February 2007, and “China Upset with ‘Baekdu 
Mountain’ Skaters”, Choson Ilbo, 2 February 2007, quoted in Ahn, "China and the Two Koreas Clash 
Over Mount Paekdu/Changbai: Memory Wars Threaten Regional Accommodation".  
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ga opseo,”  Naver News, 2 February 2007 < 
http://news.naver.com/main/read.nhn?mode=LS2D&mid=sec&sid1=100&sid2=267&oid=143&aid=0000051321>, 
accessed on 7 June 2011.  
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Figure 3.2 Members of the Korean skating team holding up signs that read “Mount Paektu is 
ours!” Source: http://sports.chosun.com: accessed on 10 June 2011. 
 
 
Figure 3.3 A political cartoon ridiculing the officials who apologized and called for “peace and 
harmony” and rebuked that they should learn from young athletes who were better 
“representatives” of Korea, and presumably better guardians of the nation’s interests. 
Source: Choson News, 2 February 2001: accessed on 10 June 2011. 
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When Korean tourists offer ancestor worship at Koguryo sites and when teenage 
athletes publicly proclaimed that Mount Paektu should belong wholly to Korea, they 
were attesting to the power of the nationalistic narrative. Referring again to the Two Days 
One Night special, the fact that such displays of nationalism were openly aired on 
television was an indication that such nationalistic fervor was often left uncurbed or was 
even tacitly encouraged by the state. Popular media also feed upon and fuel such 
sentiments by producing mega-budget period dramas such as Jumong (2006) that glorified 
the military achievements of Koguryo and its rule of Manchuria, or Empress Cheonchu 
(2009) that proclaimed the need to reclaim Manchuria, which was rightfully “Korean” 
but lost over the years.  
 
It is however, ironic that with nationalistic rhetoric of brotherhood and that 
Mount Paektu and Koguryo rightfully belongs to the Korean nation, the only way South 
Koreans can safely access the mountain is still through China. Since China relaxed travel 
restrictions for South Koreans in 1989, many Koreans travelled to visit their sacred 
mountain and the Koguryo sites for the first time. There was a short window of time 
when North-South relations saw a marked improvement with the implementation of 
President Kim Dae-jung’s Sunshine Policy, that the South Korean government planned 
to secure access to Mount Paektu through North Korea. The South Korean government 
announced in 2005 that they would allocate USD 4.5 million to North Korea’s Mount 
Paektu tourist project to help develop the area as a tourist destination for South Korean 
and international tourists.147 However, no concrete development followed through until 
two years later during the October 2007 Summit, where both Koreas agreed to establish 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
147 “$4.5 million for Mt. Paektu tourism project” Korea Times, 2 August 2005. 
 	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	   	   	   81	  
direct flights between Seoul and the Mount Paektu tourist area.148 In addition to its 
Mount Kumgang tours in North Korea, Hyundai Asan, who has the sole franchise to 
organize South Korean tourist groups to the North, also declared its plans to start 
offering tours to Mount Paektu by 2008. However, this partnership soured in July 2008 
when a South Korean tourist staying at Hyundai’s Mount Kumgang resort was fatally 
shot by a North Korean soldier after she allegedly wandered into a restricted zone.149 As 
a result of this fatal shooting, the South Korean government suspended all tours into 
North Korea until the North agreed to a joint-Korean investigation of the shooting, 
which the North refused. Angered by the loss of millions of dollars in revenue from this 
suspension, North Korea threatened to freeze South Korean assets in a bid to pressure 
South Korea to resume cross-border tours. The North Korean government eventually 
confiscated five properties owned by the Korean government, the Korea Tourism 
Organisation and Hyundai in April 2010.150 Despite all the nationalistic rhetoric that 
these sites belonged to “Korea”, Koguryo sites and Mount Paektu on China’s side are 
ultimately, a much cheaper, safer and accessible alternative for South Koreans.  
 
However for China, large numbers of Korean tourists were considered both as a 
boon and a curse. While the nationalistic meanings Koreans attribute to the Koguryo 
sites and Changbaishan meant that these sites would see a steady source of income from 
Korean tourists, such nationalism also posed a potential threat to China’s territorial 
sovereignty.  
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149 Jonathon Watts, “South Korean tourist shot dead in North Korea”, The Guardian, 11 July 2008, 
<http://www.guardian.co.uk/world/2008/jul/11/korea>, accessed on 6 June 2011. 
150 Please see “North Korea issues warning over Mount Kumgang tour ban” BBC News, 25 March 2010, < 
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Korean nationalism also posed physical threats to the artefacts at China’s 
Koguryo sites in Ji’an. In the late 1990s, several Koguryo mural paintings were stolen 
from the tombs and the Chinese government alleged that wealthy South Koreans were 
behind these thefts as these murals have been sighted in South Korea in 2001.151 Thhree 
ethnic Koreans convicted of looting the tombs also testified that the murals were sold to 
a South Korean man, and they were subsequently executed for their crimes in 2003.152 
According to a local guide, these tomb lootings were one of the factors that propelled 
the Chinese government to step up the protection of the tombs and to register these 
tombs as UNESCO World Heritage sites in 2004.153 The guide also revealed that some 
Korean nationalists were planning to bomb the Gwanggaeto stele in 2003 when China 
were preparing to submit their nomination bid for UNESCO. This group declared that 
they would rather destroy the stele than allow it to be designated as a “Chinese” heritage, 
especially after Chinese scholars argued that the use of Chinese script on the stele was 
clear evidence that Koguryo ‘adopted’ Chinese culture and hence should be considered 
part of Chinese civilisation. In the months before UNESCO made a decision, China 
barred Korean tourists from visiting Ji’an by suspending the issuance of visas. 
 
After the Koguryo sites in Ji’an were successfully designated as UNESCO World 
Heritage sites in 2004, the local authorities had to decide how these sites would be 
promoted and managed. The next section will look at how Korean nationalism and the 
lack of interest of domestic Chinese tourists problematised the construction of narratives 
at these sites. Instead of replicating the state’s narrative that Koguryo was a local polity 
that played an important role in the development of Chinese civilisation, the local 	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authorities chose to ‘depoliticise’ the sites and leave out any assertions that could cause 
contentions and affect the influx of tourist revenue.      
 
III. China: Promoting and Managing the sites  
Initially revived to earn foreign currency that China was desperately in need of in 
the late 1970s154, the tourism sector in China had grown rapidly to become an important 
pillar in national plans for social and economic development in 1986.155 While China’s 
tourism industry mainly depended on international tourism in the 1980s, the domestic 
tourism market, spurred by rising affluence, started to expand rapidly from the 1990s. In 
1998, domestic tourist arrivals in China totaled 694 million, with an annual growth rate 
of 7.8 per cent.156 Less than a decade later in 2007 this number reached 1.61 billion and 
marked a growth of 15.5% from 2006.157 With the strong domestic demand for travel, 
provincial governments strive to establish tourism as a key industry as it has immense 
potential to generate revenue and create jobs. Designated ‘scenic spots’ [lüyou jingdian 旅
游景点 or mingshengqu 名胜区] proliferated in many regions, and can include anything 
from ethnic villages, historical sites, nature parks, temples to theme parks. With the 
increase in demand in the domestic tourism industry, there emerged a marked 
diversification in the tourism industry to include new categories other than the usual 
historic and cultural sites in Beijing and Hangzhou, and traditional scenic landscape sites 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
154 After 1949, tourism was stigmatized as a wasteful form of bourgeois consumption that had no place in 
Communist China. Tourism and travel within China was provided mainly for the political elites to relax 
and as a diplomatic tool to cultivate and strengthen friendships with foreign delegations from socialist 
countries. Tourism in China further stagnated during the political and social turmoil of the Cultural 
Revolution (1966-76). It was only in 1978 that the central government decided to relax restrictions on 
international travel to China. Please see Su Xiaobo and Peggy Teo, The Politics of Heritage Tourism in China: A 
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Routledge, 2000), p.53. 
156 Bihu Wu, Hong Zhu and Xiaohuan Xu, "Trends in China's domestic tourism development at the turn 
of the century," International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management 12, no. 5 (2000): 296-299, p.296. 
157 National Tourism Administration of the Peoples’ Republic of China, “China Tourism Statistics Bulletin 
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such as Huangshan Mountain in Anhui and Guilin in Guangxi. These new categories 
included folk tourism, educational tourism, eco-tourism, and even “Red tourism” that 
introduced tourists to sites associated with Mao Zedong and the Communist 
Revolution.158 
 
Changbaishan was promoted as a tourist destination much earlier than the 
Koguryo sites in Ji’an. The development of Changbaishan as a mass tourism site began in 
the 1990s and its scenic beauty was earlier endorsed by political leaders such as Deng 
Xiaoping, who reportedly climbed up the Changbaishan Mountains in 1983 and 
exclaimed that “it would be a life-long regret if you don't climb Changbai.”159 In 1991, 
during President Jiang Zemin’s inspection tour of Jilin, he “poetically praised the beauty 
of the scenery, describing it as “frostclad willows on the banks of the cold river, trees 
with blossoms carved out of flawless white jade.” 160 Promoted as the principal attraction 
of the three provinces in northeast China, Changbaishan is often packed with both 
Korean and domestic tourists during the peak season in July and August. Tour agencies 
in Jilin, Harbin and Shenyang all offer regular three-days tours to Changbaishan. 
 
Although a Ji’an travel guide has stated that the local tourism industry started to 
develop in 1984, it was only in 1989, the year when tourists from South Korea were 
allowed to enter China, that Ji’an started to establish a network of connections with tour 
agencies within and outside China.161 Thus, it was evident that the initial development of 
the tourism industry in Ji’an was propelled by the demand coming from Korean tourists 
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of Changbaishan north entrance. Jilin government website, “The Tourist Industry as a New Economic 
Growth Point“,<http://www.jljt.gov.cn/english/Province10.htm>, accessed on 6 June 2011.	  
160 Jilin government website, “The Tourist Industry as a New Economic Growth 
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161 Ji'an Lüyou (Jilin: Jilin wenshi chubanshe, 2005), p.8. 
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eager to visit the Koguryo sites and the famous Gwanggaeto stele. In 1991, the Ji’an 
tourist industry also began to organize outbound tours for domestic tourists to North 
Korea.162 However, not many domestic tourists were interested in visiting Jilin. As 
according to data from the State agency in charge of tourism, the China National 
Tourism Administration (CNTA) ranked Jilin as the second last province with the lowest 
growth ratio from the period 1986-1998 in terms of regional arrivals and receipts from 
inbound tourists.163 It was only in 2004, after the Koguryo sites were accorded the 
prestigious status of being recognized as a UNESCO World Heritage Site, that the state 
only began its efforts to work with local authorities to seriously develop and promote 
Ji’an as a tourist site. After the Koguryo sites in Ji’an was designated as a UNESCO 
World Heritage site, CNTA also added its own endorsement in 2004, classifying the sites 
as a National AAAA Tourist Attraction164, and designating Ji’an as “Excellent Tourist 
City” that CNTA highly recommends to domestic tourists.165 
 
Nonetheless, even with these prestigious international and national recognitions, 
Koguryo sites are still not attracting large crowds of domestic tourists. It was important 
to attract domestic tourists as they formed the backbone of the Chinese tourist industry, 
being the group that generated the most revenue. The lack of interest in Koguryo was 
likely due to historical considerations as the northeast region was historically inhabited by 
different nomadic tribes such as the Xianbei, Mohe and Jurchens, who were often 
aggressive towards the Middle Kingdom and traditionally seen as the Other. Thus, the 
traditional conceptualization of Chinese civilisation commonly excludes the region, 	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163 Please see Table 5.13 in Julie Jie Wen and Clement A. Tisdell, Tourism and China's Development: Policies, 
Regional economic growth and Eco-tourism (London: World Scientific Publishing, 2001), p.137. 
164 The highest ranking for sites is 5A or AAAAA. 
165 CNTA, “Recommendations for Travel in China: Excellent Tourist Cities”, 
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which only became part of China during the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911). An online travel 
guide even mused that the reason why northeast China is one of the least traveled areas 
in China is probably because the Han tourist often forgets that civilisation exists beyond 
the Great Wall.166  
 
Hence, while the Koguryo sites are historical in nature, they do not exactly fit the 
category of “heritage” sites in China because unlike South Korean national narratives, 
Koguryo history was largely, if not completely, positioned outside the history of Han 
civilization. An average Han tourist knows little or nothing about Koguryo, and thus it 
was highly improbable that he would identify with this heritage. Most domestic tourists 
who visit the sites usually do so as part of the Ji’an package tour that included the 
Koguryo sites and the Yalu River tour, with the latter being the main attraction of the 
tour where tourists can catch a glimpse of the elusive North Korea. This two-day tour167 
is only conducted on weekends and is usually available during the peak period of 
Changbaishan or during the “golden week holidays” where there is more tourist traffic in 
Jilin.168 Looking at the development of Ji’an tourism industry, Ji’an has traditionally 
capitalized on its proximity to North Korea to attract domestic tourists. Many North 
Korea memorabilia (ranging from commemorative stamp, notes and coin collections to 
wallets made in North Korea) were sold at souvenir stores together with replicas of the 
Gwanggaeto Stele, which the store assistant vouched were extremely popular with South 
Korean tourists who “wanted to bring a piece of Koguryo home.”   
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accessed on 16 June 2011. 
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According to Pál Nyíri, “developing” a tourist village, [or in this case a tourist 
destination] meant undertaking what the leisure business terms “theming”: creating a 
“tourist product” with a clear narrative of meaning, supported by a multitude of 
performative and interactive features—displays, shows, and visitor activities.” 169 
Constructing “a clear narrative” for Koguryo was not as straightforward due to 
nationalistic opposition from South Korea (as seen from the Koguryo debate) and the 
lack of appeal of Koguryo sites to domestic tourists, who are predominantly Han 
Chinese. Considering the success of ‘tourism villages’ that promoted folk or ethnic 
tourism in other regions such as Yunnan, Guangxi autonomous region, Tibet and 
Sichuan, Ji’an could have adopted this theme to promote the Koguryo sites by reenacting 
the past culture of Koguryo. In Sutton and Kang’s analysis of the tourist site at Songpan, 
Sichuan, they demonstrated that tourism at the “frontier” often presents history in a way 
that “absorbs” the minorities both through “ancestral” and “cultural” influence.170 Also, 
the historical and cultural ‘contributions’ of the ethnic minorities are introduced and 
presented in a way that “integrate minority groups and peripheral regions into a united 
nation.”171 Furthermore, Oakes and Sutton have also pointed out that the minorities 
working in “folk villages” usually present and ‘perform’ their culture to visitors “not in 
defiant assertion of difference but as illustrations of the all-encompassing nature of the 
People’s Republic, with its fifty-six nationalities (Han and the fifty-five minorities) 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
169 Pál Nyíri, Scenic Spots: Chinese Tourism, the State, and Cultural Authority (London: University of Washington 
Press, 2006), p.50.  
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proclaimed to be living in harmony.”172 Thus, these villages would serve to reinforce the 
official narrative of national unity and ethnic harmony.  
 
However, even though Jilin has a large population of ethnic Koreans, ethnic 
villages are not a prominent feature in its list of tourist attractions. One reason could be 
that the ethnic Korean culture was perceived to be less exotic and more modern than the 
other ethnic groups, with South Korea being a developed nation and an economic and 
cultural powerhouse. There are only two ethnic Korean tourist villages in Jilin, an 
‘authentic’ ethnic Korean village, Hongqicun [红旗村] which housed a hundred all-Korean 
households, and a ‘display village’ [shifancun, 示范村] called “Changbai chaoxiancun [长白
朝鲜村]” in the Changbai area.173 While it can be argued that it was not viable for the 
local authorities to promote the Koguryo sites under the banner of folk tourism due to 
the ‘modern’ perception of ethnic Korean culture and that the difficulty of re-enacting an 
ancient culture that had ceased to exist for thousand of years174, it was clear that such a 
route was not taken as it was deemed undesirable to link Koguryo to the ethnic Korean 
community in China. For instance, a rare175 travel guide of the region mentioned the 
mountain as a sacred homeland of the Manchus but omitted the significance of 
Changbaishan to the ethnic Koreans.176 There was also no acknowledgement at the write-
ups at Changbaishan and the Koguryo sites that mentioned the link between these sites 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
172 Tim Oakes and Donald S. Sutton, "Introduction," in Faiths on Display: Religion, Tourism and the Chinese 
State, ed. Tim Oakes and Donald S. Sutton, 1-26 (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2010), p.15. 
173 Please see Lüxingzinan: dongbei neimong gudongbu (Beijing: China Railway Publishing House, 2010). 
174 However, it should be pointed out that the local tourism industry had proven itself adept at reenacting 
ancient rituals before, such as the Zhaojun Cultural Festival in Hohhot, Inner Mongolia to commemorate 
the marriage of a Han dynasty (202BCE-220CE) princess to a Hun ruler or the sacrificial ceremony for the 
mythical Emperor Yan in Hunan. Please see Nyíri, Scenic Spots: Chinese Tourism, the State, and Cultural 
Authority, p.20. 
175 According to Nyíri, travel guidebooks in China only became popular around 2000 with domestic 
tourists preferring guided tours. Pál Nyíri, Scenic Spots: Chinese Tourism, the State, and Cultural Authority 
(London: University of Washington Press, 2006), p. 24. But even then, it was difficult to find one on the 
northeast region, whereas many guidebooks can be found on Tibet, Xinjiang and Yunnan.  
176 Lüxingzinan: dongbei neimong gudongbu, p.141. 
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to the history and culture of ethnic Koreans. This was not surprising as it was not in the 
state’s interest to support the nationalistic (and territorial) claims of South Korean 
nationalist groups, and the local authorities were sensitive to this political consideration.  
 
While it was understandable that Changbaishan lacked a nationalistic narrative as 
its main selling point is its scenery and not history or culture177, it was a considerable 
surprise to find that there was no assertion made in the write-ups or tours given at the 
Koguryo sites that Koguryo was “Chinese”, or an ancient ethnic minority of China, 
especially after the heated Koguryo debate with South Korea. This was highly 
uncharacteristic of tourist sites in China, as scholars such as Xiaobo Su, Peggy Teo and 
Tim Oakes have argued that tourist sites in China often reinforce state-sanctioned 
narratives of history, culture and national identity.178 Joana Breidenbach and Pál Nyíri 
have also asserted that “no tourist site in China can have a purely local meaning” as the 
state often endeavors to “control the representation of places and to locate them in the 
nation’s history and the present through spatial arrangements, naming, legends, songs, 
and dances.”179 By controlling the representation and narrative of the tourist site, the 
state is also establishing itself as the ultimate authority on cultural and historical issues, 
such as its stand that Koguryo was rightfully an ancient minority of China. As Chinese 
tourists usually turn to travel agents to organize their vacations and travel in a guided 
tour group, it is relatively easy for the State to perpetuate the narrative it desired since 
these tours are usually accompanied by an “elaborate [and state-approved] narrative on 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
177 However, this is clearly not impossible seeing that the Koreans have a nationalistic narrative with 
regards to Mount Paektu, and the Chinese have Huangshan as the location where the legendary ancestor of 
the Han Chinese ascended to heaven. 
178 Please see Su and Teo, The Politics of Heritage Tourism in China, Tim Oakes and Donald S. Sutton, ed., 
Faiths on Display: Religion, Tourism and the Chinese State, ed. Tim Oakes and Donald S. Sutton (New York: 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2010), and Tim Winter, Peggy Teo and T.C. Chang (eds.), Asia on Tour: 
Exploring the rise of Asian Tourism, (London: Routledge, 2009). 
179 Joana Breidenbach and Pál Nyíri, “Our Common Heritage” New Tourist Nations, Post-­‐“Socialist” 
Pedagogy, and the Globalization of Nature”, Current Anthropology, Vol. 48, No. 2 (April 2007), 322-330, 
p.329. 
 	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  	   	   	   90	  
the history of the site that is repeated in a more or less unchanged way by tour guides 
and in brochures.”180 
 
Furthermore, in a study of the old town of Lijiang, which is also designated as a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site, Su and Teo argue that “nationalist discourses are heavily 
invested in heritage sites, especially those that have a World Heritage Site status, as this 
helps to facilitate the project of nation building in the country.”181 This made the lack of 
nationalist discourses more glaring at the Koguryo sites. The write-ups at the Koguryo 
sites were mainly factual and there were no attempts to incorporate the historical or 
cultural significance of the monument of site to support the state’s narrative or claims on 
the history and heritage of Koguryo. The write-ups usually concentrate on the 
architectural details of the monument or site. For instance, the write-up for the 
Haotaiwang (or King Gwanggaeto) tomb reads, 
 
Codenamed YM0541, this is the Haotaiwang Tomb. The 19th King of 
Koguryo, Haotaiwang (A.D. 374-412) is (sic) named Tan De. His full 
title is “Haotaiwang, Peaceful King of Vast Land”. His tomb consistes 
(sic) of a square step-altar and a piled-stone chamber. Its side is 68 
meters long, and 15 meters high. It has eight altar steps including 21 
layers of stones. On the bottom, there are huge stones for the 
protection of the tomb. The tomb chamber is on the 8th layer of the 
altar. The tomb (sic) westward. A house-shaped outer coffin is placed 
in the tomb chamber. There are two stone coffin beds in it. The east 
side is a large sacrificial altar. It is known that there used to be a 
building on the tomb. A large number of tiles and eaves tiles with lotus 
pattern as well as bricks bearing the carving of “Wishing the tomb of 
Haotaiwang is as solid as a mountain” are found. 
 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
180Nyíri, Scenic Spots: Chinese Tourism, the State, and Cultural Authority, pp.22-23 and Pál Nyíri, "Between 
encouragement and discipline: tourism, modernity and discipline in China," in Asia on Tour: Exploring the rise 
of Asian tourism, eds. Tim Winter, Peggy Teo and T.C. Chang, 153-169 (New York: Routledge, 2000), p.159. 
181 Su and Teo, The Politics of Heritage Tourism in China, p.75.  
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A ticket priced at 100 Yuan allows visitors to visit four Koguryo sites, the 
General’s Tomb, Haotaiwang/ Gwanggaeto’s tomb and stele, Wandu fortress, and 
Wukuifen (“Five tombs”), which are scattered over a few locations. The admission fees 
also come with free tours conducted mostly by young female guides dressed formally in 
suits, probably to match the prestige of a UNESCO site designation. These guides were 
clearly trained to memorise and regurgitate lengthy factual and historical details of the 
various sites to visitors. Although the path signs were translated in four languages, 
English, Chinese, Korean and Japanese, which indicated the groups of tourists expected 
to visit these sites, the write-ups were translated into Chinese and English only. More 
significantly, the guided tours were only available in Chinese. When I pointed out that 
there should be Korean guides since these sites are obviously very popular with Korean 
tourists, the guide responded that the Korean tourists do not require a guide since they 
“probably know more about the Koguryo sites than [the guides themselves], having 
studied the history of Koguryo in school.” I next asked if Kogruyo was “Chinese” or 
“Korean”, and perhaps suspecting that I might be a Korean liuxuesheng (留学生，
“exchange student”) picking a fight, the guide carefully replied that Koguryo “was a 
minority group that existed in this part of China thousands of years ago” and when I 
pressed further and asked if that means that Koguryo was “Korean”, the guide however 
quickly answered the negative but added that that assertion was “still debatable” 
[youdaizhenglun,有待争论].    
 
While the sites are presented in a factual way, some Chinese travel guides 
introducing Ji’an and the UNESCO sites still described Koguryo as a vassal state or 
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ancient minority nationality of China182, which suggested that extra care was taken by the 
local authorities to keep the narrative at the sites neutral. For instance, the introduction 
of Koguryo history and sites on Ji’an’s official tourist website also did not assert that 
Koguryo was part of China in any way.183 A few possible reasons could be suggested for 
the care taken to introduce the sites neutrally. The local authorities could be wary about 
giving the South Korean nationalist groups another reason to rally nationalistic 
sentiments and protest by incorporating a nationalistic narrative at the sites that claim 
Koguryo history and culture as Chinese, It was however, more likely that they did not 
want to alienate the Korean tourists, who provided a steady source of income for the 
local tourist industry, especially since the sites are proving to be not as successful in 
attracting domestic tourists.  
 
Thus, after all of China’s efforts to demonstrate and present that Koguryo was 
Chinese, in terms of history, heritage and territory through the Northeast project and 
through its nomination bid to UNESCO, nationalistic rhetoric at the state level had 
compromised with the pragmatism on the local level in dealing with the marketing and 
management of the sites. While the state tacitly allowed the local authorities to be silent 
regarding Chinese claims on Koguryo due to practical considerations, it was also 
apparent that the local authorities were aware that they must not develop the tourism 
industry in a way that was detrimental to the state’s objectives, for example, by 
entertaining or encouraging Korean claims. 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
182 Please see lüxingzinan: dongbei neimong gudongbu (Beijing: China Railway Publishing House, 2010) and Ji'an 
Lüyou (Jilin: Jilin wenshi chubanshe, 2005).  
183 “Ji’an lüyouwang”, < http://www.jatravel.com/index.asp>, accessed on 15 June 2011. 
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IV. Conclusion 
This chapter has presented two different reactions from South Korean and 
Chinese tourists towards the Koguryo sites and Changbaishan/ Mount Paektu, and also 
the disparity between state rhetoric and local management of Koguryo history and 
heritage.  
 
The powerful place of these two sites in South Korea’s nationalistic discourses 
was evident in the way the Korean tourists, media, nationalist groups ‘reacted’ to the 
physical sites. The level of political meanings of the sites and nationalistic indignation 
was magnified with idea that as South Koreans not only ‘lost’ political ownership of 
these sites to North Korea after national division, half of this ‘Korean’ heritage now 
legally belonged to China, who had proven that it was not above “stealing” Korean 
history with the Northeast project. However, the volatile relations between North and 
South Korea had made it difficult for South Koreans to access the sites within the 
‘Korean nation’ through the North. Thus, ironically, the only way South Korea could 
access the sites was to go to those in China. 
 
For China, the influx of Korean tourists brought in a much appreciated source of 
revenue for the region but it was also wary of the often strident nationalism that was 
associated with the sites. As such, Changbaishan and the Koguryo sites are highly unique 
among China’s lengthy list of tourist attractions as they hold strong nationalistic 
connotations for South Korea and almost none for domestic tourists. The prestigious 
designation as a UNESCO World Heritage site and the recognition of Ji’an as an 
“excellent tourism city” failed to draw domestic tourists to Koguryo sites, which caused a 
unique situation in the narrating and management of the site.  
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With the Chinese state previously asserting strong claims over Koguryo history 
and heritage with the Northeast Project and UNESCO World heritage site bid, it was 
especially remarkable that there was also no visible indication at the sites that showed 
that China’s own nationalistic narrative was incorporated in the presentation of the site. 
This apparent ‘neutrality’ again underlines the uniqueness of Changbaishan and the 
Koguryo sites in China as scholars such as Oakes and Sutton have asserted that 
“nationalism is a theme of tourist sites of all kinds” in China.184 
 
 Contrasted with state rhetoric that Koguryo was historically more “Chinese”, the 
care the local authorities took to present a neutral historical stance at the Koguryo sites 
showed that when it comes to the actual presentation of the sites, there had to be a 
compromise between the state and local authorities, and between rhetoric and economic 
pragmatism.  While the state tacitly allowed the local authorities to be silent regarding 
Chinese claims on Koguryo due to practical considerations, the local authorities was also 







	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
184 Tim Oakes and Donald S. Sutton, "Introduction," in Faiths on Display: Religion, Tourism and the Chinese 
State, ed. Tim Oakes and Donald S. Sutton, 1-26 (New York: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2010), p.15. 
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Conclusion 	  
 
The contestation over Koguryo history and heritage between China and South 
Korea provided a fascinating study of how history is constantly manipulated to shape 
national identity and to reinforce territorial claims. As heated historical controversies in 
East Asia since the 1990s are mostly between Japan and China, and between Japan and 
South Korea, the Koguryo controversy was unique in the sense that it involved China 
and South Korea, nations who had enjoyed positive diplomatic ties and growing 
economic linkages since diplomatic normalization in 1992 and who had often stood 
united against their common nemesis in the region, Japan.  
 
The Koguryo controversy also illustrates how historical contentions can easily 
derail decades of positive diplomatic ties. In this case, the historical contention was even 
more highly charged as the debated historical issue was central to one’s national identity 
and national myth construction (South Korea) and had the potential to threaten 
another’s territorial sovereignty (China). Thus, one reason why the Koguryo controversy 
evoked intense nationalistic reactions from South Korea and why China insisted on 
claiming Koguryo despite the potential diplomatic fallout was because both national 
identity and territorial sovereignty are central elements in the construction of a nation 
state, and cannot be compromised.    
 
  When a new political system of nation-states from the West was introduced to 
East Asia in the late eighteenth century, the cultural similarities between East Asian states 
became problematic when the state desired to craft a distinct national identity, separating 
their nation from the rest.  This was evident in the case of Korea. For centuries, Korea 
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had modeled her social, political and religious institutions on Chinese institutions and 
had formulated a “self” that was premised on its proximity to China as the center of 
civilization.  With the Treaty of Kanghwa (1876) opening Korea to international trade as 
well as to unprecedented cultural and intellectual influences from the West, Korea’s 
centuries-old image of the “self” as a culturally inferior, peripheral state to the Middle 
Kingdom came to be replaced by a reinvented self based on the new concepts of nation-
state. Like other nationalistic history that emphasized the uniqueness of the nation, 
Korean nationalists aimed to “distill” centuries of Chinese cultural and political influence 
in order to recover a “pure” and “authentic” Korean culture as the basis of a new 
identity.  
 
It was in this geo-political context that the history of Koguryo became politically 
significant. As Korean nationalists looked further into the past to recover an “untainted” 
Korean culture, Koguryo became the prime candidate as it represented a time “when 
Koreans were truly Korean, unsullied by contact with a debilitating Chinese culture.”185 
Koguryo also encapsulated what the nationalists envisioned the Korean nation to be—a 
powerful kingdom with strong military traditions that occupied vast territories (including 
territory that was traditionally Chinese). More importantly, unlike the Yi Dynasty and the 
other dynasties before it, Koguryo symbolized a nation with the will and ability to exert 
its independence vis-à-vis China.  
 
Koguryo heritage was also used by the Japanese to justify its imperialist designs 
on Manchuria and Korea during this period. Backed by the state and military, Japanese 
scholars were the first to systematically excavate and study the archaeological remains of 
ancient civilisations in Manchuria and Korea. The Gwanggaeto stele is arguably the most 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
185 Schmid, Korea Between Empires, p.64. 
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politically useful artefact from the Koguryo era. Imperial Japan interpreted the writings 
on the stele to prove that Japan was already a colonial power back in antiquity and more 
importantly, had exercised dominion over Korea in the past. Korea saw the stele as 
evidence of Korea’s past greatness and military prowess. For China in the twentieth 
century, the use of Chinese characters on the stele demonstrated that Koguryo was 
“Chinese”, or had adopted Chinese culture and was thus under the Chinese sphere of 
influence. These divergent interpretations of Koguryo history and heritage by Japan, 
Korea and China underscored the adaptability of history and heritage for different 
political aims.  
 
The Northeast project was launched as a pre-emptive defense against possible 
territorial claims on China’s northeast territories (Mount Paektu and Kando) made by a 
re-unified Korea in the future. The political instability in North Korea was most likely 
the trigger factor for China to officially claim with the Northeast project, that the history 
and heritage of Koguryo was inextricably linked to that of China’s. In anticipation of 
North Korea’s collapse in the future, China was laying the groundwork to prevent any 
irredentist claim a unified Korea might make on the region. With South Korea having no 
access to any Koguryo heritage and with North Korea standing between the contested 
territory and South Korea, China was fully aware that the irredentist claims made South 
Korean nationalists were weak and unsustainable. However, this could change with a 
reunified Korea. 
 
 The projection of China’s present territorial demarcations back into history and 
the way UNESCO heritage programmes operate are clear illustrations of how 
“ownership” of history and heritage are very much restricted and defined by notions of 
territoriality. As the kingdom of Koguryo once stood within present Chinese boundaries, 
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it was deemed to be historically “Chinese” or part of Chinese history. It was also to 
China’s advantage that physical Koguryo heritage was found within Chinese boundaries, 
seeing how UNESCO World Heritage programme recognizes heritage sites to be 
“properties” of whichever country the heritage is located in. Thus, UNESCO 
designations are especially useful in reinforcing one’s political claims over contested 
heritage and territory and excluding that of its opponents. 
 
The UNESCO World Heritage programme receives great attention in China and 
is deemed as a highly prestigious designation that will increase the profitability of any 
tourist site. However, this was not the case in Ji’an where the Koguryo sites are located in 
China as growth in the number of domestic tourists remained slow. Due to its place in 
Korean nationalistic narratives, these sites were highly popular with South Korean 
tourists long before they were developed and designated as UNESCO World Heritage 
sites. The performance of symbolic ‘rituals’ at these sites by South Korean tourists 
illustrated how powerful and personal the imagined connection between Koguryo and 
the Korean nation was. The lack of popularity with domestic tourists and Korean fierce 
nationalistic feelings vis-à-vis Koguryo have led the local authorities to promote and 
manage these sites differently from other tourist attractions in China. Despite China’s 
insistence that Koguryo was an integral part of Chinese history in the Northeast project 
and in its UNESCO nomination file, the presentation of Koguryo history to visitors at 
the designated World Heritage sites in China were significantly silent on the issue. Thus 
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  1、 课题指南分两大部分，第一部分是研究系列；第二部分是档
案、文献整理与翻译系列。 
  2、 课题指南所列示诸项，主要是指研究的方向或重点，课题申请
人既可以之为题目，也可据此研究方向或重点另行设计题目。 




中国"国家"、"疆域"、"边界"理论问题研究   
古代中国对周边诸族、国的观念和近代的演变研究   
△ 封建时期藩属、属国、朝贡制度研究 
二、东北地方史研究 
东北边疆历史形成与变迁研究   
△ 东北边疆领土、界务交涉、边界条约问题研究   
△ 渤海遗址现状调研   
△ "间岛"问题研究   
近代以来日本、俄国对中国东北历史地理的调查与研究 
三、 东北民族史研究  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  186	  This list of topics can be found at the Center of China’s Borderland History and Geography Research 
(CASS) website, <http://chinaborderland.cass.cn/show_News.asp?id=1834>, accessed on 15 March 
2010.	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△ 明清时期东北族群意识与边疆社会研究   
东北边疆地区跨界民族研究   
△ 古朝鲜历史、族源、文化研究 
四、中朝关系史研究 
△ 朝鲜半岛古文明起源   
朝鲜半岛国、族研究 
五、中国东北边疆与俄国远东地区政治、经济关系史研究 





一、档案文献整理   
有关东北边疆史料整理与研究   
东北边疆历史地图收集、整理与研究   
东北边疆历史图片收集、整理与研究 
二、重要著作翻释   
日文相关重要著作和资料翻译   
西文相关重要著作和资料翻译 
 
 	  	  
 
